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ABSTRACT
Neo-Paganism, a nature-based new religious movement, provides a rich backdrop for the
study of spiritual environmentalism. This ethnographic project analyzes the dynamic
interconnectedness of neo-paganism and environmentalism, or “eco-paganism,” and how
Heathenry reframes the natural world using interpretations of Old Norse lore. A Heathen’s
connection to nature and how this connection is incorporated into his/her daily life supports the
idea of environmentalism, yet their patriarchal and conservative political beliefs devalue
environmentalism. My focus is on the feminization of the environment and vegetarianism to
such a degree that Heathens view these movements as radicalized liberal tree hugging hobbies
and how these political views have resulted in a cognitive dissonance with the lived experience
of their religion. This study contributes to the literature on new religious movements, the
Sociology of Religion and Pagan Studies, and adds to our understanding of religion, politics and
gender, specifically where these intersect with the environmental movement.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
PROBLEM
This research examines the relationship between the Pagan new religious movement
(NRM) of Heathenry and the social movement of spiritual environmentalism. Often referred to
as Neo-Paganisms, these NRMs are usually centered on a polytheistic, pantheistic, and/or
animistic system of beliefs. Paganism, as a nature-based NRM, primarily focuses on the
intersections of human life with plant and animal life, and how these relationships are negotiated
within the cycles of the earth and the totality of the cosmos (Jorgensen and Scott 1999). Pagans
are drawn to nature because it provides a material, discernible, and corporeal element to their
belief system. Pagans ascribe to the concept that nature is real; everything else is a human
construct. In addition, Paganism places a strong emphasis on an individual “ethic of not harming
self, others, or anything else” (Jorgensen and Scott 1999; Adler 1997). This type of ethic is most
popularly found in the NRM of Wicca. Heathenry is distinguishable from Wicca, and other NeoPagan NRMs, in this regard, by having a set of unique ethics1 and behaviors2 which classify it as
an outlier within the Neo-Pagan community. Additionally, Heathenry is a Neo-Pagan outlier by
defining itself in reaction and/or opposition to feminized Neo-Pagans, such as Wicca, accusing
Wiccans of rejecting the masculine; whereas Heathen view their faith in more balanced terms of
both gods and goddesses.
1

The Nine Noble Virtues are a set of ethical guidelines created from a modern understanding of the lore. The Nine
Noble Virtues are: courage, truth, honor, fidelity, discipline, hospitality, self-reliance, industriousness, and
perseverance.
2
A common motto amongst Heathens is “We Are Our Deeds.”
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Heathenry, otherwise commonly known in the United States as Ásatrú, is historically
situated in the cultural and social structure of pre-Christian northern Europe, more exactly the
Scandinavian and German regions of northern Europe. While Heathenry has been able to locate
its geographic origins, there are no traditional authoritative sources, or individuals in
authoritative leadership roles, in which to turn for definitive guidance on spiritual matters
(Flowers 1981). As such, modern Heathens are left with individual interpretation of manuscripts
transcribed in a post-Christian setting, combined with keeping up to date regarding ongoing
archaeological evidence and historical research. These manuscripts act as
literary sources [which] continue to be important inspirations in reconstructionist
traditions in Paganism. Reconstructionist traditions often use the literature of
cultures whose religion they are constructing. Norse reconstructionists, who
sometimes identify themselves as Heathen or Ásatrú, for example, find inspiration
in the Icelandic Eddas and the Sagas. Heathens use the Eddas and Sagas to learn
about Norse deities and religious practices. The Poetic or Elder Edda is a
collection of poems about the god Odin and other figures in Norse mythology,
probably recorded in the thirteenth century. The Icelander Snorri Sturluon
composed the Prose or Younger Edda, which is a handbook on Icelandic poetry,
in the thirteenth century. The Sagas are epic stories of Viking heroes recorded
between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries (Davy 2007:117).
Even though Heathenry was established prior to the “Viking Age,” these epic sagas have
an enduring heritage linked to the Viking era thereby creating, in the minds of contemporary
American Heathens, a romanticized image of a “Viking warrior.” This lends itself for Heathenry
to be seen as a masculinized Pagan NRM, juxtaposed with that of the feminine, flowery imagery
associated with Wicca. Spiritual environmentalism is perceived as a feminized social movement,
because of the female gender association with Wicca and the “Hippie” movement of the 1970s
coupled with the political identification of the “Hippie” movement as liberal.
There have been no empirical studies that address how Heathens reconcile this dichotomy
and how they navigate daily life utilizing the interpretations of Old Norse/Germanic lore in
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conjunction with adopting an environmentally friendly lifestyle. Heathen spiritual beliefs have
the potential to support environmentalism, yet their perceived patriarchal and conservative
political beliefs have the tendency to devalue environmentalism. My research analyzes the
dynamic and fluid interconnectedness of Heathenry and environmentalism. My main focus is on
how modern society feminizes the environmental movement to such a degree that Heathens view
this movement as a radical liberal tree hugging hobby and how this political view results in a
cognitive dissonance with the daily lived experience of their religion. This study contributes to
the literature on NRMs, both the Sociology of Religion and Pagan Studies, and adds to our
understanding of the intersection of religion, politics and gender, and where these meet at the
crossroads of the environmental movement. This study lends insight into how participants in
ever-changing NRMs influence and are influenced by their religion’s dialectical politics creating
cognitive dissonance with their religion’s belief system.
PURPOSE
Several inquiries prompt this thesis. Heathens make a connection to nature and land
spirits (landdisir and landvaettir) through the use of individual altar offerings and/or ritualistic
land-takings and land-givings. I explore what Heathens do to incorporate this connection into
his/her daily life. Politics and gender are two of the main issues which affect a Heathen’s
involvement in environmentalism.

Another key area of inquiry is how much of a factor the

gendering of environmentalism (and vegetarianism) play a role in a Heathen’s willingness to set
aside elements of his or her nature spirituality in order to conform to the idea of the hegemonic
Old Norse male. Specifically, I seek to answer the question as to why more Heathens are not
identifying themselves as eco-pagan vegetarians. As a whole, this thesis explores how a
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Heathen’s concept of gender and his/her political ideology informs his/her attitudes towards
environmentalism when situated within a nature religion.
The purpose of this study is to better understand the intersection of politics and gender as
found in the new religious movement of Heathenry and the social movement of spiritual
environmentalism. This study seeks to answer why these individuals choose to participate in
environmental activities, how they perform those activities, what those activities are, and if they
view those activities as being connected to their spiritual beliefs. In addition, this thesis seeks to
address how Heathens who are non-participatory in environmental activities justify their lack of
action when framed in a nature religion context. This research examines whether Heathens view
Heathenry as a nature religion (a topic of internal debate), a religious belief system in general, or
a social system based on culture, and how this view influences a Heathen’s daily environmental
activities.
This study also examines what political affiliations Heathens identify as and discerns how
those factors influence their participation in environmental activities and if they assign any
gender roles to the totality of their belief system and environmentalism (does a Heathen’s
political identity influence how they “do” or interpret environmentalism). Historically speaking,
there was a strong symbiosis between the Old Norse religion and animals, whereby “the
ancestors” ate meat after performing ritualized blood sacrifices. However, in modern times,
factory farming of cows and chickens is a concern amongst animal rights activists and some
advocate for environmentalism. I address whether Heathens frame such a concern as an
environmental problem or an animal rights problem (revisiting the liberal “Hippie” and
conservative political dichotomy). When analyzed, these choices and experiences indicate where
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Heathens are situated within the larger Neo-Pagan NRMs and the spiritual environmental
movement, and society as a whole.
THEORETICAL CONCEPTS
This ethnographic thesis is exploratory in nature. I use grounded theory to allow for
emergent themes. As described by Glaser and Strauss in The Discovery of Grounded Theory
(1968), grounded theory is any type of sociological theory that is gradually built upon from
detailed, naturalistic observation of a social phenomenon. As such, the research design is highly
flexible and the theory and implications emerge during the research process. I find my research
at the intersection of New Religious Movements, within the Cultural Sociology of Religion;
Spiritual Environmentalism; Theories of Doing Gender; Politics; and how these are negotiated
more specifically in Heathenry and in general Neo-Paganism. Cultural Sociology of Religion
and NRMs are discussed below, while the other theoretical concepts are explored in more detail
within subsequent chapters.
Cultural Sociology of Religion
Approaches to the sociology of religion typically involve market and secularization
analyses. Secularization is seen as a fact, given the post-modernized society we live in. The idea
of disenchantment is over-emphasized and relied upon, despite challenges to its non-Western
society context and certain aspects of Western society (Edgell 2012). Market theories vary yet
they all challenge the notion the secularization has created no place for religion in a modern
world. Market theories argue that modernization fosters religion and causes it to thrive (Edgell
2012).
Current research disproportionately represents mainstream American Protestantism,
focusing on “White evangelicalism, to the relative neglect of non-Western, Catholic, and non-
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Christian religious experiences and practices” (Edgell 2012:249). In addition, scholarly work
has “taken for granted” that religious identity equates to “a neo-Weberian focus on strongly
bounded, coherent religious groups with unitary leadership and … a theoretical understanding of
religious authority as cognitive assent to religious doctrine” (Edgell 2012:250). As has been
previously mentioned, Heathenry has no central leadership figure or authority dictating doctrine.
With a “growing need to understand spirituality” (Edgell 2012:248), a cultural approach to the
sociological study of religion has resurfaced. Three themes emerge from cultural sociology of
religion: religion as an institutional or organized field of activity, lived religion and sacralization,
and symbolic boundaries and cultural tools (Edgell 2012). These three themes are resurrecting
“a long-standing emphasis on meaning, identification, and moral order in the sociological study
of religion” (Edgell 2012:248).
First, a substantial amount of research is conceptualizing religion as an institutional or
organized field of activity.

Edgell (2012:252) emphasizes that “a field approach is also

compatible with examining how religion intersects with other fields and institutions, including
those that facilitate alternative religious expression.” To date, empirical studies using this
approach have centered on mainstream American religions, thus leaving NRMs unexplored. The
field approach provides an opening to sociologically study religious environmentalism from the
perspective of NRMs. According to Edgell (2012:251), this field approach is culturally
significant because:
It highlights normative and nonrational pressures on elites and organizations in a
field; it shows how larger cultural logics become embedded in routine practices
and organizational forms in ways that affect both elite and nonelite field
participants; it provides a language for analyzing the contested production of
official doctrine and other forms of field-specific knowledge; and it posits
institutional fields as a primary locus for creating cultural coherence in the
broader society.

6

Second, “the lived experience approach crosses disciplines and is marked by an attention
to religious practice and experience in everyday life across many arenas of activity” (Edgell
2012:253). Lived religion moves away from doctrine and emphasizes the daily practice of
religion, which includes those narratives people tell themselves in an effort to make sense of
their experiences and activities (Edgell 2012). This approach opens the door for inquiry into
NRMs and how Heathens negotiate honoring landvaettir and participating in environmentalism,
as experienced in their daily lives.
Third, how religion manipulates symbolic boundaries and acts as a cultural tool addresses
the use of religion to justify, legitimate, and/or reinforce social boundaries that highlight
inequalities and how people use their religion’s ideas, symbols, and metaphors “in ways that can
have both intended and unintended consequences – including consequences for boundarymaking or boundary-blurring processes” (Edgell 2012:255). By using this approach, I explore
how, within NRMs, Heathenry defines itself as “the other” and how boundaries are formed
within Heathenry, such as being vegetarian/carnivore, liberal/conservative, masculine/feminine
or an environmentalist.
New Religious Movements
NRMs are religious groups with modern origins (post-World War II) whose beliefs are
novel and distinguishable from traditional religions, thereby making them their own religion and
not a sect or denomination. Members of dominant society, both religious and secular, view these
groups as suspicious because their behavior and beliefs are outside the norm. NRMs are
explained in terms of a “struggle against structure” (Bedford 1977). Being a deviation from
conventional or traditional religions, individuals within mainstream religious traditions view
NRMs as a product based on some sort of flaw in the social structure. Bedford (1977) asks a few
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questions that sociologists of religion should address when studying religious movements,
focusing primarily on why some people, and not others, take on deviant religious identities.
Bloch’s (1998) research indicates that people are drawn to paganisms because they
provide the potential for reform and serve as a cultural alternative to both mainstream religions
and various other NRMs. Jorgensen and Scott (1999) argue that ideological and individual
freedom is one reason people turn to NRMs, specifically paganisms. Jorgensen and Scott (1999)
suggest that people may turn to these NRMs because they are already in a position of alienation
and marginalization. Looking towards a change in social structure, paganisms can be found to
be similar to other NRMs pursuant to the following six characteristics:
1) a pronounced religious individualism; 2) a potent emphasis on experience and
faith instead of belief and doctrine; 3) a pragmatic perspective on matters of
authority and practice; 4) a syncretistic acceptance and relative toleration of
religions and worldviews in general; 5) a holistic (or monistic) worldview; and 6)
an exceedingly open, flexible organizational framework (Jorgensen and Scott
1999:336).
Edgell (2012) contributes to the inquiry we should be making, particularly for the
empirical study of cultural sociology of religion:
What organized fields of activity foster religious and spiritual expression in any
given social context? How do religious fields limit and shape identity formation,
religious experience, and practices oriented to the sacred? What other,
nonreligious fields of activity facilitate religious or spiritual practices and identity
formation? (257-8).
Edgell’s (2012) prompts are the most relevant to my research, wherein I examine how the
spiritual expressions of honoring the landvaettir cultivate environmentalism and whether or not
such cultivation results in the adoption of a political identity as an environmentalist.
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METHODS
Research Design, Data Collection & Sampling
My ethnographic research began with field research, specifically participant observation.
Since I have identified myself as a Heathen, I have already been introduced as an “insider” in the
Heathen community. I have gained acceptance in my membership role as a Heathen. As a
member of a kindred,3 I have access to events which are limited to kindred leadership positions
which allowed me to immerse myself in various situations with a diverse group of people. While
I might be considered an insider, my role as a researcher had the potential to position me as an
outsider. Since this did not occur, it was unnecessary for me to re-establish a level of trust as a
researcher. Additionally, with the advent of self-publication4, Heathens are becoming more and
more distrustful of other Heathens, and there is generally little sense of camaraderie with
strangers. However, my entrée was through my advisor who had already established a level of
trust, and because of my relationship with her and her relationship with the community, I had a
built-in pre-existing level of trust that I did not violate.
I attended both national and regional events, including Trothmoot, Lightning Across the
Plains (“LATP”), Winternights Moot, and an Ostara celebration, events that I have previously
attended, thereby making my research opportunistic and convenient. Based in the United States,
the Troth is an international Heathen organization which seeks knowledge of the Gods and
ancestors of the pre-Christian Germanic traditions. Every June the Troth holds Trothmoot, a
gathering of both members and non-members, to celebrate these pre-Christian Germanic
3

“This term, which was popularized in the 1970s by the Ásatrú Free Assembly, has become the most commonly
used term for the heathen equivalent of a coven. In the old days, most heathen religious practice was centered in
the home. This is still true today. Many of the holidays are celebrated with and for the immediate family.
However, just as in the old days the household included those who worked on the land, distant relatives who
needed a home, and sometimes a stranger or two from another country who needed a place to stay for the winter,
the family members who gather around the fire today may be a ‘kindred of intention,’ bound not by blood but by
belief” (Paxson (2006:162-3).
4
There have been some publications, by both Heathens and non-Heathens, which portray Heathenry in an
unfavorable light.
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traditions. I attended Trothmoot in June 2012, when it was held in Pennsylvania (the location
rotates every year from the East coast, to West coast, then to a central location). There were
approximately 140 people in attendance. During the four-day weekend, this national gathering
hosts numerous workshops on various topics, such as the lore and runes, while also making time
for rituals and Viking games. LATP is held every September in the Mid-West (Kansas City,
MO) and has grown to become the largest Heathen gathering in the world. I attended this
gathering in 2012 and 2013. There were approximately 260 and 285+ people in attendance,
respectively. This regional gathering is host to numerous religious activities throughout the
entire four-day weekend, including sumbels, workshops, Viking games, and children’s activities.
Winternights Moot, held in October, is a Mid-South regional event held for three days in
a more rural setting. I attended this event in October 2013, with 65+ people in attendance. Even
though this was a smaller regional gathering, several rituals were held along with workshops and
Viking games. The Ostara celebration is considered more of a local gathering, lasting three days,
held near the Mississippi Gulf Coast every March. I attended this gathering in both 2012 and
2013, with 20-30 people in attendance each year. Each year, rituals were held in honor of the
goddess Ostara and the workshops were conducted by Kari Tauring (“Kari”), a völva5 from
Minneapolis, MN.
My nonrandom selection of these four events allowed me to observe Heathen spiritual
and environmental behavior in a larger setting, noting group rituals and individual altars. In
addition, I was able to make detailed notes based on my observational and interpretative skills.
Because Heathenry attempts to interpret the religious and social structure of ancient texts,
placing them into a modern context, there are various workshops held during these regional and
5

Old Norse word for staff carrier, considered a wise woman of Old Norse traditions, a community mediator,
councilor, sage, and regarded as helpful with healing and offering people insight into their place in the interconnectedness of the web of wyrd and oorlog.
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national events. This allowed me to take extensive notes (during the workshops and regarding
the participants’ interactions with each other, nature, and environmental activities) throughout
the setting as events were unfolding, without drawing undue attention to myself. This also
created opportunities for me to informally interact with individuals, gaining their insights,
interpretations, and perspectives, using field jotting. In addition, I had the opportunity to create
journal entries at the end of every day, which provided time for reflection.
As a member of Friedenhof Kindred in northern Mississippi, I have met members of
other kindreds, and non-kindred-affiliated individuals, all located across the United States. I
contacted individuals to conduct formal, in-depth, intensive structured and semi-structured
interviews to document their specific beliefs and interpretations of the lore, involvement in
environmental activities, and the process by which they do or do not connect their spiritual
beliefs with their environmentalism. I used purposive sampling, intentionally seeking out those
Heathens who I know are vegetarians and those I know to hold opposing viewpoints.
I was able to conduct some of these interviews face-to-face while I was in attendance at
regional events. However, because of cost constraints, the majority of my interviews were
conducted over the telephone. Given time limitations, I conducted eleven (11) interviews in a
face-to-face setting at regional events, sixteen (16) telephone interviews (two of which were
iPhone Face Time), seven (7) interviews through social media instant messaging, and two (2)
interviews by exchanging email correspondence. Using these various interview techniques, I
was able to interview a total of thirty-six (36) individuals. Interviews and observations took
place from March 2012 through April 2014. The telephone interviews averaged around an hour,
with the longest interview being an hour and a half and the shortest interview lasting forty-five
minutes. I interviewed fifteen (15) women and twenty-one (21) men. Because my research is
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grounded theory, and largely emergent, the questions I asked during the interviews evolved over
the course of the project.
Data Analysis
My data consists of analytical, detailed, descriptive, and methodological field notes,
journal entries, interviews, and content analysis. Because I already have a degree of shared
meaning with my participants, I may be unaware of certain patterns that emerged from my
research. As such, there was the potential that being able to objectively provide an analysis of
the data could be a challenge. In addition, since I am an insider to Heathenry, I entered into my
research with an inherent bias. However, my identity as Heathen was shortly prior to my
research on Heathenry, the two practically coinciding with each other. Therefore, I have not had
sufficient time to develop any meaningful bias. Any bias that I may have is more likely related
to my political identity as a liberal, my lifestyle identity as a vegan, and my activist identity as an
environmentalist. As a researcher, I am aware of these biases and it is my responsibility as a
sociologist to remain objective so as to generate the most valid results possible. Where to draw
the line between insider and researcher is not a clearly drawn black and white line. While
conducting my research, I had to find a stable balance between my roles as researcher and
insider. To maintain objectivity, I had to be able to step away from the situation when I needed
to in order to re-establish the line between the two roles. This was most challenging for me
when discussing blot as a ritual animal sacrifice. I believe I was able to maintain my
sociological objectivity, as many of the people I interacted with do not know I am vegan.
Another aspect of the duality of insider and researcher to be considered in participant
observation is the effect that my presence had on the observed activities. Since I have previously
been an active member of the Heathen community, my role as a researcher had little to no impact
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on the individuals and activities at the events I attended. Additionally, insiders to Heathenry
often refer to it as “the religion with homework,” since there are so many books comprising the
lore. As such, there are numerous insiders continuously conducting research and my recording
of field notes was considered normal.
As discussed, Heathenry is considered historically masculine. As a woman, my gender
was not perceived as threatening when asking personal and sensitive questions while in such a
masculine setting. However, since spiritual environmentalism is feminized and I myself am a
vegan and environmentalist, this caused me to have an inherent bias, which has been previously
mentioned. However, I was not perceived as having a hidden agenda in my research and
therefore any risk of being ostracized from my own community was avoided.
My research is a qualitative study. I selected the questions that yielded the most detailed
answers. I transcribed the 16 telephone interviews, organized my notes from the 11 face-to-face
interviews, and organized both the 7 social media instant messaging and 2 email correspondence
interviews, as these were already in written format. My analysis consisted of organizing my
field notes and entering responses from each interview into a spreadsheet and looking for
emergent patterns and contrasts, by theme, through open coding.
ETHICS
Heathenry is considered deviant behavior in American society, being a Christian majority
country. Religion in general is a sensitive topic, whereby openly discussing one’s opinions and
beliefs is considered taboo. Having the labels and stigmas that are at times associated with
Paganism creates additional layers of hesitancy to openly speak. Therefore, receiving informed
consent from members of the sample and maintaining the highest degrees of confidentiality were
crucial in my research. Since I am the only individual conducting research on this project, it was
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my responsibility to provide privacy to my participants by removing names as soon as was
relevant, and by not divulging confidential information to any persons or in reports. Informed
consent provided the requisite information which allowed the participants to voluntarily
participate, with there being no penalties for declining participation.
OVERVIEW
In this chapter, I provided a brief overview of this study, including methods. Chapter II
explores how contemporary Heathens do masculinity, specifically by looking at the performance
of masculinity though the consumption of mead as a ritual, playing Viking games as a means of
bonding, growing long hair and beards, and marking the body with religiously meaningful
tattoos. Chapter III examines the relationship between Heathens and vegetarianism, while also
investigating how Heathens, as a nature religion, do spiritual environmentalism by honoring the
land spirits. Chapter V continues with a case study of spiritual ecofeminism. Chapter VI is the
discussion, providing a summary of my results, my interpretive analysis of the data and the need
for future research.

14

CHAPTER II
THE BRIDE WHO THREW THOR’S HAMMER:
DOING MASCULINITY THROUGH THE HEATHEN BODY
According to Roy Porter (1992), the body is an often over-looked and neglected area of
scholarship, specifically outside the umbrella of the academic pursuit of history. However, there
is a recent trend for the history of the body to be more inclusive in its pursuits of attempting to
“construct a total history” of “all dimensions of material life from the cradle to the grave” (Porter
1992:207). Relevant areas of study include “[c]ultural anthropology, in both theory and
practice,” giving historians effective terminology “for discussing the symbolic meanings of the
body, in particular as contextualized within systems of social exchange, and in a rather similar
way, sociology” (Porter 1992:207). The fields of cultural anthropology and sociology encourage
“historians to treat the body as the crossroads between self and society” (Porter 1992:207).
A cultural system is not a static entity, conveniently preserved in a hermitic bubble,
waiting for observation of one exact moment in time and space. Cultural systems are fluid and
dynamic, constantly changing, developing, and evolving. To study the body using cultural
anthropology and sociology, we must examine “the body as it has been experienced and
expressed within particular cultural systems” (Porter 1992:208). Porter (1992) argues that
“bodies are present to us only through perceiving them,” therefore anthropological and
sociological studies utilizing “the history of bodies must incorporate the history of their
perceptions” (208) relevant to the cultural systems particular time and space context.
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Porter (1992) continues to endorse the use of sociology, by looking within sociology
itself:
Sociologists of the body still find Weber’s work valuable, for one of the enduring
strengths of his account of the Protestant ethic lies in revealing how what we
might take as rather abstract (‘disembodied’) doctrinal commitments (questions of
salvation and justification) become internalized in such a way as to have profound
implications for personal body control and discipline…Moreover certain other
approaches within sociology seem particularly worth historians’ attention.
Phenomenology6 and ethnomethodology have both provided programs for the
analysis of interpersonal ‘close encounters’ which (unlike, say, Parsonian
functionalism) pay due attention to the play of the body as organ of
communication: we talk with our bodies. And brave attempts have been made to
apply such methods to systematic and public presentations of social selves in
specific historical communities (212).
Porter (1992) says “we talk with our bodies” (212). Our bodies are the first thing people
see when we venture out into the social world. Sander Gilman (2001) says that we live “[i]n a
world in which we are judged by how we appear, the belief that we can change our appearance is
liberating. We are what we seem to be and we seem to be what we are!” (3). We judge ourselves
and others by a set of societal appearance norms which “trap us” into believing these
preconceived notions of what members of our society should look like are “both fixed and
accurate” (Gilman 2001:3). However, our ability to renegotiate our place within these norms is
possible “through the wide range of physical alterations from hair dressing to tattoos…we
respond to the demand of seeing and being seen” (Gilman 2001:3).
This chapter examines the relationship between Heathenry and how those who identify as
Heathen manifest their religion through the outward performance and display of the body. I
6

Lynda Birke ([1998] 1999) addresses the phenomenological approach in which the “lived body” is emphasized, as
a “body that is not given but is both signifying and signified, historically contingent and social. ‘The body’ in this
theorizing becomes central to understanding women’s experiences but is not fixed or presocial. It becomes
instead, ‘a body as social and discursive object, a body bound up in the order of desire, signification, and power’”
(43) (citations omitted). Judith Butler differs in her analysis, claiming “that the very construction of gender relies
on a fixed understanding of the body” (Gilman 2001: 207).
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intend to show that the romanticized image of the Old Norse male, or “Viking warrior,” acts as
the controlling image for the ideal hegemonic male which contemporary Heathens use as a
reference for their presentation of the social self. By taking a Goffmanesque approach, I will
illustrate how contemporary Heathens “do masculinity.”
The Gender Debate of Essentialist vs. Constructionist Lingers On
Judith Kegan Gardiner (2002: 5) explains how the use of feminist theories can aid in the
progress of men and masculinity studies, especially since “men’s studies literature still depends
on women’s studies for its methodology and ‘uncannily mirrors’ feminist texts” (Segal 2000).
Men and masculinity studies are often situated within the academic programs of women and
gender studies. The dialogue between feminism and masculinity has created a co-dependency
that has given “priority to feminist analysis of gender constructed through power and hierarchy”
(Gardiner 2002: 5; Newton 1998). Therefore, the following discussion is couched in terms of
feminism.
Serene Jones (2000) raises a question that lies at the heart of a heated debate between
essentialists and constructivists: “Is being a ‘woman’ the product of nature or nurture? Put
another way, does ‘womanhood’ express an inborn, natural, [essential] female disposition or
follow from socially [constructed or] learned behaviors?” (23).Within sociology, this question
has long since been answered. However, because “performative theories of gender that are
popular among academic theorists remain highly contested in the culture at large” (Gardiner
2002: 96), the answer to this question is still up for discussion today.
The most all-encompassing interpretation of feminist essentialism “refers to any view of
women’s nature that makes universal claims about women based on characteristics considered to
be an inherent part of being female” (Jones 2000: 26). This universal claim permeates
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throughout the essentialist justification that “women’s nature” embodies “the belief that features
of womanhood cover women’s lives in every place, age, and culture without exception” (Jones
2000:26). In addition, feminist essentialism also asserts that such features are a “natural state of
affairs…believed to be inherent in all women” and are deterministic because these characteristics
are “believed to determine what a woman can become as she moves into her future” (Jones
2000:27).
Helene Cixous ([1975] 2007) writes from an essentialist perspective in her article The
Laugh of the Medusa. Cixous ([1975] 2007) describes the biological distinctions of males and
females, through both the physical body and sexuality. She embraces the essentialist view of
universality:
I write this as a woman, toward women. When I say ‘woman,’ I’m speaking of
woman in her inevitable struggle against conventional man; and of a universal
woman subject who must bring women to their senses and to their meaning in
history (319).
In contrast to the above, feminist constructivism is “a theory that focuses on the social,
cultural, and linguistic sources of our views of women and women’s nature…supposed eternal
verities of women’s nature are historically and culturally variant and, consequently, that gender
is ‘formed’ rather than ‘given’” (Jones 2000:32). Women become women through the
construction of their own reality, given the context of their own experiences, through a dynamic
process which incorporates an “entire system of symbols, languages, beliefs, actions, and
attitudes within which persons live and learn to organize and make sense of their world and
actions” (Jones 2000:33). Feminist constructionists, such as Judith Butler, maintain “that
because social contexts so profoundly mediate our experience of the world, we are incapable of
ascertaining what is ‘natural,’ ‘given,’ or ‘essential’” (Jones 2000:35).
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Monique Wittig ([1981] 2007) writes from a social constructivist perspective in her
article One is Not Born a Woman. Wittig, writing from her personal experiences as a lesbian,
articulates her position:
A lesbian society pragmatically reveals that the division from men of which
women have been the object is a political one and shows how we have been
ideologically rebuilt into a ‘natural group.’ In the case of women, ideology goes
far since our bodies as well as our minds are the product of this manipulation. We
have been compelled in our bodies and in our minds to correspond, feature by
feature, with the idea of nature that has been established for us (360).
Expressing the concept more simply, “the essentialist believes in gender fundamentals, and the
constructivist is suspicious of them and searches for the social roots of our varied experiences of
gendered personhood” (Jones 2000:43). Butler ([1990] 1999) explains Wittig’s understanding of
gender as “the workings of ‘sex’, where ‘sex’ is an obligatory injunction for the body to become
a cultural sign, to materialize itself in obedience to a historically delineated possibility, and to do
this, not once or twice, but as a sustained and repeated corporeal process” (420).
Occasionally, feminist theory situates itself between these two dominant schools of
thought (essentialism/constructionism). Strategic essentialism provides for the approval of
“constructivist critiques of gender” while being reluctant to abandon “universals (or essences)
altogether” thereby taking more into account “the complexity of daily experience” and allowing
universals to remain subject to “revision” (Jones 2000:44,46). The strategic essentialist is
pragmatic, so instead of attempting to answer the question initially posed by Jones (2000), a
more relevant question is, “Will their view of women’s nature advance the struggle for women’s
empowerment?” (44). The strategic essentialist scrutinizes “women’s nature” in an effort to
emphasize those universals which are “emancipatory and life-giving” while assigning such
qualities with “strong normative judgments” and considering their political importance as well
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(Jones 2000:45-46). This liminal position, between essentialism and constructionism, is where
contemporary Paganism finds itself.
The discussion regarding the interpretation of gender is not limited to academic studies.
Regina Oboler (2010) studies gender issues within contemporary Paganism,7 finding that this
community is “moving away from gender essentialism” in an effort to reimagine “Pagan beliefs
and practice in ways that undermine the traditionalist gender binary” (160). Masculine and
feminine natures “are still being actively negotiated within Pagan religious and cultural space”
(160). Oboler (2010) believes contemporary Paganism is learning towards a gender similarity
stance.
However, some Pagans continue to struggle with conflicting issues, maintaining the
notion that men and women in their daily lives are basically the same (non-essentialism), yet
embracing “a cosmology that casts male and female divine energies as essentially different:
female as life-giving, maternal, and nurturing, and male as aggressive, protective, even warlike
when necessary” (Oboler 2010:168). Currently, contemporary Pagans do not have a
comprehensive and meaningful view of gender (Oboler 2010).
Gender is as Gender Does
In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Erving Goffman (1959) lays the foundation
for what becomes known as “doing gender.” Throughout this book, Goffman (1959) uses the
analogy that life is like a stage performance, in which he referred to this type of social interaction
as dramaturgy, and that people have various motives when interacting. Goffman (1959) believes
these interactions are important because “[w]hen an individual enters the presence of others, they
commonly seek to acquire information about him…They will be interested in his general socio7

The overwhelming majority of respondents identify as Wiccan. Not all Pagans are Wiccan; “[t]he survey
population includes small numbers of respondents who define themselves as Pantheists, Druids, Asatruar, or
Reconstructionists, who do not necessarily accept the Wiccan idea of Goddess as primary” (Oboler 2010:168).
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economic status, his conception of self, his attitude toward them, his competence, his
trustworthiness” (1). The entire purpose for these performances is that the audience and perhaps
the participant also, share a belief in the performance, creating “the impression of reality” which
the participant stages as “the real reality” (Goffman 1959:17). Goffman (1959) believes that
people put on shows for each other and the consequences are what create the self, character, and
reality:
When an individual plays a part he implicitly requests his observers to take
seriously the impression that is fostered before them. They are asked to believe
that the character they see actually possesses the attributes he appears to possess,
that the task he performs will have the consequences that are implicitly claimed
for it, and that, in general, matters are what they appear to be (17).
Emile Durkheim’s influence on Goffman becomes apparent, as Goffman (1959) states
that “when the individual presents himself before others, his performance will tend to incorporate
and exemplify the officially accredited values of the society, more so, in fact, than does his
behavior as a whole” (35). In true Durkhemian fashion, “[t]o the degree that a performance
highlights the common official values of the society in which it occurs, we may look upon it…as
a ceremony – as an expressive rejuvenation and reaffirmation of the moral values of the
community” (Goffman 1959:35).
Mary Mellor (2001) defines gender as a social human construction, which is the
performance of “doing gender.” In their influential article, West and Zimmerman (1987) coin
the term “doing gender” when they assert that “the ‘doing’ of gender is undertaken by women
and men whose competence as members of society is hostage to its production. ‘Doing gender’
involves a complex of socially guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities that
cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine ‘natures’” (126).
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Gender is now conceptualized as being created through daily activities, in all contexts,
through the interactions of all people. This means that everything humans do is perceived
through the lens of gender. Since this performance has an actor and an audience, there is a
correct way and an incorrect way to do gender. With our genitalia being covered with props,
West and Zimmerman (1987) state that people’s body performance is “sustained by the socially
required identificatory displays that proclaim one’s membership in one or the other category
[male or female]” (127). However, when our genitalia are hidden by clothes and people are
reading each other’s behavior through gender lenses, “to ‘do’ gender is not always to live up to
normative conceptions of femininity and masculinity; it is to engage in behavior at the risk of
gender assessment” (West and Zimmerman 1987:136).
The reason these social norms are of consequence, is not only because of the alleged
bifurcated nature of the system, but also the hierarchical organization of the system. West and
Zimmerman (1987) state that “the institutional arrangements of a society can be seen as
responsive to the differences – the social order being merely an accommodation to the natural
order. Thus if, in doing gender, men are also doing dominance and women are doing deference,
(cf. Goffman 1967, pp. 47-95), the resultant social order, which supposedly reflects ‘natural
difference,’ is a powerful reinforcer and legitimator of hierarchical arrangements” (146). It is
when this system is threatened that accountability in the context of gender assessment becomes
significant.
Even though gender does not always acquiesce to the ideals of masculinity and
femininity, there is an assumption on the part of the audience that the two are equivalent.
Heteronormativity is “the suite of cultural, legal, and institutional practices that maintain
normative assumptions that there are two and only two genders, that gender reflects biological
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sex, and that only sexual attraction between these ‘opposite’ genders is natural or acceptable”
(Schilt and Westbrook 2009:441; Kitzinger 2005).
Much like Goffman’s (1959) concept of self, “we can trace the gradual emergence of the
idea that a masculinity or femininity is an essential component of innate self-identity, to be
understood through the body and the personality” (Oram 2011:110). This understanding of
‘through the body and the personality’ occurs through gender performance. Butler ([1990] 1999)
disagrees that a gendered self is capable of being truthfully or falsely identified because the
performative aspect of “doing gender” is a negotiation between the actor and audience, resulting
in the construction of a set of gender meanings being repeatedly acted out under duress, for fear
of being punished should the performance fail. Butler ([1990] 1999) states:
That gender reality is created through sustained social performances means that
the very notions of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity
are also constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s performative
character and the performative possibilities for proliferating gender configurations
outside the restricting frames of masculinist domination and compulsory
heterosexuality (421).
As a constructionist, she maintains there is no essentialism or “no preexisting identity” (Butler
([1990] 1999: 421) because the coercive performative act of gender is a fiction merely for the
audience, and not the self.
THE HEATHEN PERFORMANCE OF MASCULINITY
According to Diana Paxson, a prominent Heathen practitioner, the religious expression,
or ways of devotion, of Heathenry can take many forms: altars, blóts (pronounced “bloats”),
being friends with the gods and goddesses, honoring holy days, making offerings, prayers,
performing rites of passage, and sumbel (Paxson 2006:95-115). As one of the most universally
recognized practices, “the blót is …a ritual with a specific focus such as honoring a god or
goddess or celebrating a holiday…The essence of the process is exchange – our attention and
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energy, symbolized by the offerings, for the help and blessings of the gods” (Paxson 2006:1045).
Sumbel is
the ritual that is most basic to heathenry and most widely practiced…The sumbel
can take place as a single round within the context of a blót, or it can stand alone
as a ceremony. In sumbel, the mead8 or ale is drunk to remember those who are
worthy of honor and to proclaim the deeds for which we hope people will
remember us. The Icelandic-style sumbel consists of three rounds. In the first
round, each person offers a prayer, oath, or praise to the god or goddess of his or
her choice. In the second round, we remember heroes and the dead. The third
round is usually an open round in which people may honor the living (Paxson
2006:107-8).
When Heathens gather together at local, regional, and national events, “men [are]
involved in performing ‘viking games’ and drinking beer [mead], playing out the stereotype of
the macho warrior” (Davy 2007:141; Blain 2002:143). These activities provide a rich
environment in which to do masculinity. While coding my data, four themes emerged, each
related to masculine bodies/embodiment: mead consumption at rituals, participation/purpose of
Viking games; growing hair/beards; and tattoos.
The Consumption of Mead as Ritual
According to Jenny Jochens (1998:105), “the most important social diversion of the
Nordic world” was drinking feasts. These feasts “entailed meat and vast quantities of beer and
ale” (Jochens 1998:106). While engaged in party drinking, among Vikings, “the proper ways to
drink was ‘without restraint” (Jochens 1998:109). A common horn was shared by all the men;
“when the horn was passed, a man could not refuse. A reluctant drinker who tried to drink ‘with
restraint’ was penalized by being forced to drain an extra cup” (Jochens 1998:109).

8

Mead is the oldest form of alcohol that we know. It is a fermented combination of honey, water, and yeast.
Mead has been memorialized through the epic poem Beowulf and made popular by Tolkien and Rowling. In
addition, the lore connects mead consumption with becoming a scholar.
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During blóts and sumbel, a drinking horn
is passed around, typically filled with homebrewed mead by someone in attendance. (See
Figure 1). At three out of the four events I went
to (Trothmoot, LATP, and Winternights), there
was a workshop held to teach the basics to get
started brewing your own mead at home (See

Figure 1: Opening Blót at LATP 2013

Figure 2). For Winternights, people were asked in advance of attendance to purchase local
honey and bring it with them to the workshop. Everyone who complied with the request put the
honey in the demonstration pot. Since mead can take up to a year to brew, the mead started at
the workshop will be used during the opening Hel blót for next year’s Winternights (See Figure
3). Dag, a 32 year old, white male computer networker from the Mid-South region, who was in
attendance at the workshop said, “Mead connects us to our ancestors, much like the horn. Ritual
allows us to tap into the power and energy raised by our bloodlines and those who did the same
actions before us. I think mead helps on that level…There is also a community aspect as well of
sharing the mead, acting as one and being on the same page.”
Previous studies have shown that
drinking in general is considered
masculine behavior, and that specifically
drinking beer involves “traditional genderstereotyped expectations and norms” of
macho hyper-masculinity whereas women
have more of a tendency to drink wine
Figure 2: Mead Making Workshop
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(Landrine, Barwell, and Dean 1988:705). For
purposes of my research, one of the most relevant
aspects of the Landrine et al. (1988) study is that
men were more likely to drink for the sake of
getting drunk, while women’s approach to
drinking acted more as a form of social ritual,
“serving to allow women to celebrate and solidify

Figure 3: Honey Boiling

their bonds with others” (Landrine et al. 1988:704). I asked participants if mead is an important
part of religious rituals. The answers had three distinct themes, those who were adamant about
the use of mead, those who preferred mead but indicated the intent was more important, and
those who were more concerned with the intent behind the offering. The majority of the men fall
into the first category with women comprising the majority of the last category. Both men and
women indicated a preference for mead but emphasized intent. However, there was the
exceptional instance where one or two men indicated intent was important and one or two
women who were adamant about mead.
For some individuals, mead is an essential part of rituals. Inge, a 47 year old, white male
computer programmer from the Mid-South region, who is also a home-brewer, responded,
Yes, mead's important. In general, since a large part of the sumbel is toasting,
you need something to toast with. And I understand if someone is under age or
doesn't drink and they don't drink or drink something else, but otherwise I'm a
purist and it has to be mead and not something else...My other thought on the
Heathen perspective is the connection with the mead of poetry.
Like Inge, Edvard, a 27 year old, white male, from the Mid-South region, is also a purist,
and said, “The entire idea behind the rituals in this day and age is to reconnect with those who
practiced them centuries ago, and they used mead.” Echoing this sentiment, Fredrik, a 28 year
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old white male, from the Mid-South region, who works with reptiles, said, “mead is the drink of
the ancestors, or at least as close as we can make it.”
Even though the “gendering of beer as masculine” has been occurring for decades, there
is “paradox given the well-documented history of women as brewers and ale-sellers from
medieval times to the present” (Kirkby 2003:244). Sigrid, a thirty-something year old herbalist,
white female from the Mid-West region, as a female home-brewer, falls into this paradox. When
asked about the ritualistic use of mead, she answered:
Yes. Because of the magic of yeast. Yeast is a living creature that transforms
grain (earth) into alcohol (fire) or carbon dioxide (air). We add water to it to bring
it to life in both bread and mead. So it embodies that magic of transformation and
the mysteries of life and death on a microcosm level and we can use that energy
and life force to affect things on a macro level. And honey and the bees and the
inter relationship with plants and insects plays in there too. And understanding of
consuming the core essence of life through the pollen and the honey that is the
food of the bees. Living off of the abundance of life. Honey is a food source
across species produced by a social system of coexistence…The mead I make for
religious reasons…is the same as the bread or incense I make for religious
reasons. The more I am involved in the process, the more spiritually involved I
am, and therefore the more fulfilled.
The majority of those who considered themselves purists were men, focusing on the
connection mead has with the ancestors, and by extension the Viking warriors. Even though
Sigrid is a woman and believes mead to be an integral part of the ritual, her focus is on the
connections made between the participants and each other based on the personal effort of the
brewer which becomes imbued in the drink. Through Sigrid’s reasoning, any homemade
beverage would be acceptable. For those who were concerned with only the intent behind the
offering, their explanations were more consistent with each other. Thora, a 40 year old white
female, chef and bakery owner, from the East coast in the Mid-Atlantic region, stated, “I don't
think Mead per se is important. I do think it is important to libate something, whether it be mead
or coffee, or whatever you're drinking. The drink doesn't matter. The intent is.” Disa, a thirty27

something year old multi-racial mother from the Mid-West region, who is also a kindred leader,
said, “I think mead holds historical significance and for that reason has become the drink of
choice. I think the act of sharing and imbuing a drink with the divine entities is what is important
more than the type of drink.
One of the exceptions to the general findings is Dierk, a 33 year old white male musician
from the West coast. He focuses on the intent of the offering because he gave up alcohol four
years ago:
I do still make offerings of mead, and will very very rarely allow myself a sip of
mead during a ritual. However- we now have the means to make non-alcoholic
mead- and non- alcoholic meads have started winning Heathen mead
competitions. Is the mead itself important? No. It's the offering, the gift. That is
what matters most…sometimes I offer pastry and high quality craft root
beers…something I would consider special for myself, and thus a worthy gift.
Some preferred mead, but recognized intent was more important. Kelda, a 31 year old
white female graduate student from the northern Mid-West region, said, “I do not think the
beverage is so much as important as the intent of it. Mead is a process to make, hard work, effort
of many, waiting for it to be done, hoping it turns out right and not bad to have wasted efforts. I
don’t think you get the same intent from water... but not everyone partakes of alcohol.” Christa,
40 year old white female who works from home in the West coast region, who is also a a kindred
co-leader said,
I think mead is an important part of heathen rituals, but the critical, and essential
thing is that something of value is offered by a human to a god, spirit, or ancestor.
Mead is a good choice for this--and my favorite whenever possible--because of
the value we place on it, but it's hardly the only option. Depending on the
circumstances, it might not even be possible--which is why I say that the essential
component is the offering. Once that's sorted, what is offered comes next.
Two people had mixed, yet poignant, responses. Jorgen, a 51 year old electrical
engineer, white male from the North Atlantic coast, said, “I don't think the contents of the horn
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really matter as much as the words/energies expended over the lip of the horn. If all you have is
grape Kool-Aid but you're sincere in your actions, then the gods will accept what you say and
how you say it. However, a special beverage speaks to the inner child self for the human
participants in the blot/sumbel/etc. Mead is not something consumed every day, nor is it even
something that most taverns carry, therefore the very taste of it helps to align the spirit-mind with
the idea that ritual is something special, something apart from the mundane. There's a historical
perspective, but I think the personal/inner shift carried more weight.” Jorgen is one of the few
men who prefer mead but acknowledge the importance of intent. Like Jorgen, Asta, a twentysomething white female nurse, agrees that a specific type of beverage is not mandated by the
gods/goddesses, that there is a historical quality and Durkhemian sacredness of mead; however,
they both agree that the intent is more significant. Asta said,
For the past, my considered opinion based on the surviving evidence is that yes,
alcoholic drink, not necessarily mead, was ritually significant and was associated
with the waters in the Well of Wyrd. Ritual drinking connected the drinkers'
words with the Well. For the present, my opinion is a purely personal one. There
is no right answer. I prefer to use alcohol in ritual, but I don't think it's necessary.
The connection of whatever drink is used to the Well can be established by
intention and ritual design, and there are many good reasons why a person today
might not want to consume alcohol, pregnancy, alcoholism, etc.
We have seen a distinct pattern emerge with the meaning behind the use of mead in
ritual. For men, the use of mead in ritual is about drinking alcohol to make a connection to the
ancestors, being this idealized version of a hyper-masculine, patriarchal- figure that is
romanticized by American Heathen men as a Viking warrior. Elizabeth W. Ozorak (1996:17)
states that “many religions are patriarchal in their beliefs, sacred images, language, and
practices.” She goes on to espouse that “men are socialized to value power and autonomy as
well as abstract rules of fairness that are supposed to transcend context” (Ozorak 1996:18).
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Women, on the other hand, focus “on personal relationships with a loving God [or
gods/goddesses] and with others in the religious community” (Ozorak 1996:18). Based on
women’s “social roles as caregivers and nurturers, [they] define themselves in the context of
their relationships” (Ozorak 1996:18). For women here, there is acknowledgement of the
historical representation of mead used in ritual, but the type of beverage consumed in ritual is not
as important as the intent of the offering to the gods/goddesses, ancestors, landvaettir, and toasts
made during sumbel. This allows women to find “comfort, security, a sense of belonging, and/or
personal growth” within the same religion that oppresses them via a patriarchal structure (Ozorak
1996:17).
However, not all men and women fall into this dichotomy that Ozorak (1996) explains.
The gender lines are constantly being defined and redefined when it comes to the use of mead in
Heathen rituals. There will always be exceptions to the general assumptions that men prefer
mead to make a connection to the ancestors and women focus on intent in order to connect with
each other.
A Viking We Will Go: Playing Games as a Means of Bonding
When large groups of Heathens gather together, there are also numerous games,
sometimes referred to as “Viking Games.” Previous sociological research has recognized “the
sport domain as a major site for reinforcing hegemonic masculinity by creating and recreating
what it means to be a man through masculine interaction” (Davis and Duncan 2006: 245). While
at Trothmoot, two Viking games were played: archery and an axe throw. For the archery
competition people were allowed a round of practice beforehand. After everyone had the
opportunity to become familiar with their bows, the competition began. An instructor, whose
trade is medieval re-enactments and stunts, placed targets at the end of the field and each person
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was given three arrows to hit the target. There
were approximately fifteen (15) participants,
many of whom were seasoned veterans and
skilled hunters. While there was no official
prize for winning, the woman who won had
bragging rights for the rest of the weekend.
Even though she did not brag the rest of the

Figure 4: Archery Competition

weekend, nor was any mention of her win made, the numerous hunters and sportsmen walked
away knowing they had been bested by a woman. (See Figure 4)
Another competition held at Trothmoot was an axe throw. The same instructor placed a
wooden board down field and the participants had a hand “battle-axe” they threw, attempting to
lodge it in the wood. Even though there was a slight risk of injury, with a nurse standing by,
there was a high degree of fun and laughter. Being able to throw an axe successfully into wood
is much more challenging than it sounds, and people were joking together and sharing in their
public displays of failure. (See Figure 5) With both the archery and axe throw, no public
announcements were made regarding the winners. However, there was a lot of bragging and
boasting, by both men and women, who
were able to lodge the axe in the board.
While in attendance both years at
LATP, men, women and children
participated in several Viking Games. One
of the more popular games is called Steal the
Wench. Spray paint marks the boundaries of
Figure 5: Battle-Axe Throwing Competition
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a kitchen. The game requires two opponents,
traditionally a man and a woman, although
when gender bending occurs and samegendered pairs participate, it is almost always
among the children. And among the children,
the girls almost always win, receiving quite
loud applause and cheering from the adults.

Figure 6: Steal the Wench

With a running start, the man is supposed to
capture the woman and remove her from the kitchen. The woman is supposed to stand her
ground and keep the man in the kitchen. This game can get quite physical, with the winner
making the loser do their bidding for the rest of the weekend. This game is not about putting the
woman in the kitchen “where she belongs.” This game is about taking women out of their place
of dominance and control, or keeping men in women’s place of authority.9 (See Figure 6)
Both women and men participate equally in these Viking Games. With equal
participation, gender lines are both blurred and reinforced:
...literature that understands masculinity as a configuration of practices located
within a historically situated and shifting system of gender relations and
recognizes that multiple configurations of masculinity are at work in a given
social system (Connell 1995). Understanding gender as practice, or something
that is done rather than merely an identity or something that one is, enables a
decoupling of masculinity from male bodies and makes the idea of women doing
masculinity possible. By showing both women and men simultaneously
performing masculinity in the same historically situated space, …multiple
masculinities as not just limited to relations among (those who identify as) men
but rather as encompassing relations among masculinities, which can be
performed by men or women…women’s practice of masculinity in large part
seemed to serve patriarchal ends. It not only facilitated their fulfillment of
9

During Viking times, women had authority over everything in the household, or that which would be considered
domestic. Upon marriage, the husband presented the wife with a set of keys to the house and pantry. If he did
not do so, she could divorce him on the spot. Keys have become a symbol of the domestic authority women have
over the house and men while in the house.
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patriarchal expectations of femininity … but also served, in the end, to provide a
material base for … men’s deployment of legitimizing and culturally valued sets
of masculine practices (Mojola 2014:341-2).
While I was attending Winternights, men played two games. For the first game, women
were not explicitly excluded; however the game required brute strength that none of the women
present possessed enough of in order to play with
any real level of competitiveness. One woman did a
test throw but did not compete in the entire event.
The second game was explicitly for the men. The
first game was Thor’s hammer toss. There were
three varieties of hammers, each used for a different
type of toss. The hammer used for the distance
competition was made with a pipe and cement,
weighing about forty (40) pounds. (See Figure 7).
The distance toss is about sheer strength, who can

Figure 7: Thor’s Hammer

throw it the farthest. The hammer used for the accuracy competition, in which you had to toss
the hammer into a hula hoop lying on the ground, was smaller in size and on a chain so that it
could be swung around (See Figure 8). Making it into the hula hoop was not necessarily the
goal, as that was proven nearly impossible. Getting the hammer close to the target seemed
sufficient enough. The hammer used for the tie-breaker, was approximately seventy-five (75)
pounds and made with a pipe and concrete, which is see in the foreground of Figure 8. Men of
all shapes and sizes participated in the hammer toss. While each one took his turn, the rest were
there cheering him on, laughing and joking. The individual who won the tie-breaker ripped a
layer of flesh off of his knuckle, while his closest competitor injured his shoulder. When the
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winner received his plaque and celebratory drink of mead
from a horn, he held his hand at an angle to keep the blood
from dripping on his newly acquired prize. This brought
on laughter and jokes, which continued throughout the
weekend every time he raised his bandaged finger as a
badge of honor.
As the hammer toss was taking place, I asked one
of the men why he thought they were doing this. Inge
stated, “Aesthetic, recreating tradition, and the standard

Figure 8: Hammer Accuracy Toss

macho BS that goes with being a heathen. You don’t have
to play to win, you just have to show that you can step up and take your best shot.” Among men
who engage in reckless behavior, masculinity is a “a political maneuver” in which current studies
focus on “relationships between men, as these are regulated by regimes of masculinity” where
“the positive potentials of male bonding” are used to “significantly expand the insight that
gender is relational by analyzing … how gender forms through power relationships that are
mobile and both temporally and site specific” (Gardiner 2002: 14-5). This idea of taking your
best shot can also be found in Danielle Kane’s (2011: 269) work:
‘masculinity is coerced and policed relentlessly by other guys.’ As a result,
masculinity is a test, and men always need to prove themselves. If masculinity is
‘always up for grabs,’ then social interactions serve as a forum for displaying
masculinity...Male status is won through ‘being cool and demonstrating power’
(Chase 2008:92; Kimmel 2008:51).
Later that evening, a second game was played based on part of the lore. Thor, the most
masculine of the gods. Thor, the wielder of the mighty Mjollnir. Thor, the cross-dresser. In the
comedic poem, Thrymskvida, the story goes…
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Thor awakes to find his mighty hammer Mjollnir missing. Loki and Thor go visit
Freyja, asking to borrow her feathered cloak. Loki uses it to fly to the land of the
Jotans. Loki learns the Thrym has buried the hammer deep in the earth and will
only return it after Freyja marries him. Freyja refuses. Heimdall suggests that
Thor dress as the goddess and wear the bridal headdress and adorn himself with
Brisingamen. Loki accompanies the bride Thor to the Jotans. While at the feast,
Thor ate an entire ox and drank three casks of mead. Thrym was suspicious, but
Loki came up with an excuse each time as to why “Freyja” was so hungry and
thirsty. Thrym retrieved Mjollnir as a wedding gift for his bride. When Thrym
tried to kiss “Freyja,” fire red burning eyes pierced back. Thor killed them all.
And thus, the god of thunder dressed in drag and got the hammer back.
Several of the same men, who competed in the hammer toss earlier that day, adorned
themselves in wedding dresses for a Bridal Contest (See Figure 9). Most of them had on modern
day white wedding dresses that they purchased from thrift stores. However, two men were
dressed in traditional Viking garments. All of the men were helping each other stuff and shape
cleavage; while at the same time flexing their muscles and making off-hand remarks and jokes.
This display of sexism, while gender-bending, reinforced their masculinity that the
clothing was subverting; thus, they were maintaining their male dominance while dressed as
women by engaging in rhetorical tactics of male dominance.
The actual competition was not a fashion show but an eating and drinking game. A
boarding school study found that hot-dog-eating competitions act as a male-bonding ritual
because it “involved enactments of
macho bravado” (Gaztambide-Fernandez
2009:187). In the poem, Thor eats an
entire ox by himself. In this particular
contest, the “brides” had to eat 5 hotdogs.
Thor drank three casks of mead. The
“brides” had to drink 3 beers. When the
Figure 9: Bridal Contest
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same man won both competitions, he proclaimed “I won the
hammer toss! I won the bridal competition! I am Thor,
bitches!” (See Fig. 10). Even his use of the word “bitches” in
his victory cry is a political maneuver in which he is establishing
his place of dominance in the hierarchal structure of masculinity.
While the Thrymskvida and Bridal Contest serve a certain
purpose of comedic relief, they also serve the as an “attempt to
leverage the political potential for performances of drag – and

Figure 10: “I am Thor, bitches!”

its explicit inversion of gender hierarchies – for the purposes of
producing empathy in men” (Bridges 2010:6). The majority of research on drag performances is
within the context of gay-identified performers. Here, I have identified an instance where drag is
performed by heterosexual men, where there is “a degree of intentionality” as “one would be
hard-pressed to ‘do’ drag by accident” (Bridges 2010:7).
This kind of Heathen heterosexual drag is much like the “Walk a Mile in Her Shoes”
marches and “powder-puff football games,” where the event is a “ritual of reversal” which is
meant as a “playful disrupt[ion] of gender boundaries in such a way as to mark their
performances as temporary and inauthentic” (Bridges 2010:8; Foley 1990). However, given the
enhanced performance of masculinity while wearing the dresses, the competitive context has the
political potential to “reproduce inequality and essentialist understandings of gender and
sexuality” (Bridges 2010:26).
I asked several different people in attendance why Viking games are played. An
overwhelming majority said it was “for fun, socializing, bragging rights” and “to build
community” and “for many people that they are doing what their ancestors did, in one way or
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another.” The majority also said it was “reasons to boast. Heathens do love to boast.”

Disa

replied, “For most, this is the most readily accessible means of connecting with what is perceived
as Norse culture outside of ritual. Mostly I think it's a romanticizing of a specific period that has
been very present within our culture. The image of the Viking Warrior is a potent one.” This
concept of the Viking warrior provides American Heathens with a hegemonic male controlling
image in which to base their masculine performance on, not just while engaging in Viking
games, but when gathered together in general. Christa had a very similar response, “There's a
tendency in heathen groups across the U.S. to romanticize the Viking period, which is rather late,
happening as it does on either side of Christianity's greatest inroads into the North.”
For Jorgen, the Viking games were significant in that they were,
an opportunity to connect with the only society in history who honored the gods
that we do, and for whom we have historical records. We're not going to emulate
them in our day-to-day lives, as few of us would be willing to give up our carts
and computers and electricity and...well, everything which makes us modern. Yet
for a short period of time, we can pretend to know what it was like back in the
day, and perhaps find a stronger connection to our ancestors by doing some things
in the way we imagine they did them.
Finn, a 39 year old white male, artist and small business co-owner, said, “We play Viking
games at gatherings because it is the most well-known period of our ancestral history. And they
are fun. Personally I think American Asatruar are too preoccupied with Vikings and need to
learn to separate a short period of our religious history from the faith itself.” Even though there
is a recurrent theme of Viking warrior pre-occupation, this image remains the dominant portrayal
of the masculinity in which all Heathens should strive to achieve. Along those same lines, yet
with a bit more controversy, Dierk said,
That's a fairly big point of contention here in southern California. We're planning
a gathering for April that will not include Viking games. For starters, we're not
Vikings. Second, we're not Vikings. As a general activity, they can be fun for
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those involved and for those watching. For children, you could use them as a way
to teach lessons in courage or facing fears. For adults, it's more often a chance for
people to play with swords and have a good time. A lot of Heathen folk spend a
lot of time learning sword craft and Chennai fighting. I don't. I've done martial
arts training, but strictly for a self-defense, practical application. I do think
Heathen folk should be self-reliant, and able to defend themselves, but running
around in a loin cloth doesn't really apply. That said, it can be a lot of fun. So…
Gardiner (2002) points out that masculinity is ever evolving through a relational process
which differs depending on the individual and his interactions with various individuals and
groups within a given society. She states that “although dominant or hegemonic forms of
masculinity work constantly to maintain an appearance of performance, stability, and
naturalness, the numerous masculinities in every society are contingent, fluid, socially and
historically constructed, changeable and constantly changing, variously institutionalized, and
recreated through media representations and individual and collective performances” (Gardiner
2002:11).
Growing Long Hair and Beards Originates in Tradition, But “It’s Friggin Hot!!”
Many Heathen men have long hair and beards (as seen in Figures 8 and 10), so my next
question was why. The answers were surprising. Several of the men said they started growing
their hair when they left military service (Gerard, a 24 year old white male serviceman in the
Army, said “I had to cut it short for the military. When I came back from my last deployment I
started growing it again” [but has since had to cut it again]). Many of the men indicated that they
were more pleased with their appearance, having longer hair and a beard (Dierk “I have always
hated how I looked with short hair so I started growing my hair long” and Inge “I have a beard
because it frames my face better than not having one”). Koen, a 28 year old white male from the
Northwest, who owns a tattoo and piercing shop, said he started growing his hair about two years
ago, “mostly because it was a test of my patience, and I know that long hair helps you sense
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what’s around you.” Kveldulf Gundarsson (“Kveldulf”), an Elder in the Troth and spiritual
leader in the larger Heathen community, has written letters to employers on behalf of Heathen
men. I asked Kveldulf about this rumor, and he replied that for the past twenty years he has been
doing this:
I had received a letter from a Heathen man whose job was trying to force him to
cut his hair and shave, and he wanted to know if I could write a letter of religious
exemption for him. Which I did, explaining that our religion sees hair as a
manifestation of life-force, and beards (at least for men) as a particular
embodiment of personal spiritual force, so these should receive the same respect
as, e.g., a Jewish man's yarmulke.
Kveldulf went on to explain “there is a huge load of historical stuff on the importance of
beards and hair.” Londa Schiebinger (1993) provides us with a good overview of what she refers
to as “That Majestic Beard.” Beards have a long-standing history of being held in high esteem.
In the first century A.D., Romans would make contractual obligations by shaving beards
(Schiebinger 1993). In the seventeenth century, European males would impose sanctions for
offenses against the beard, for example, plucking a man’s beard cost thirty pounds in Germany,
while damaging a beard belonging to an Anglo-Saxon would set you back twenty shilling
(breaking a thigh bone was only twelve shilling) (Schiebinger 1993). During the eighteenth
century, “[t]he beard, in particular, took on special significance. The presence or absence of a
beard not only drew a sharp line between men and women, it also served to differentiate the
varieties of men. Women, black men (to a certain extent), and especially men of the Americas
simply lacked that masculine ‘badge of honor’ – the philosopher’s beard” (Schiebinger
1993:120).
The prestige a society places on beards should be examined relative to their culture,
placing beards in specific times and spaces. Even though admiration for beards varies from
culture to culture, “beards have been commonly associated with masculinity, virility, and
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strength…beards have been considered a mark of both physical and moral strength and energy,
respect and honor” (Schiebinger 1993:121). Dag, said that he thinks men grow their hair and
beards “to connect with their own symbolic view of what a man is. There is virility in hair. Men
are taught as you lose it you lose youth and therefore strength. In the Norse historical documents
it was a sign of strength and power among men. It symbolized this man is greater than you. I
think some of that has carried through even today.”
However, Jorgen short hair and a goatee said, “I don't attempt to alter my appearance in
order to more closely resemble the popular image of men who went a-Viking 1200 years ago. I
need to live and interact in 2013, not 813! I think some men in the Heathen community form a
closer relationship with their forbears by trying to resemble them. Those are their personal
choices and I simply have no such compunction.” Roth, a 33 year old white male warehouse
employee from the Mid-South, who has short hair but a beard said he started growing his beard
as a way for “a re-connection.” Niels, a 33 year old white male artist and illustrator from the
Mid-South, said, “I started growing it out because I thought the Highlander TV show was cool.
I've only been Heathen a year…I also have a beard…because beards look cool and shaving
sucks.”
I asked several women why they thought some of the men had long hair and beards.
Jette, a 34 year old white female artist and small business owner from the northern part of the
Mid-South region, said that “hair is a source of power, both sexual and spiritual for some.”
Thora said, “I think they grow at least the facial hair to show their manliness.” The absence of
beards in women legitimates their lower class position, “women needed no ‘sign of majesty’ (no
beard) because they were born subject to men” (Schiebinger 1993:125).
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Several of the women offered insight into the men’s display of masculinity by emulating
the Viking warrior. Disa said, “I think it is a desire to connect to the perceived customs and
images of the pre-Christian Norse culture. The passage into manhood was a significant one and
many have expressed to me that being bearded is how they represent their place as men within
the community.” Kelda said that “I think some men do so because it makes them feel closer with
their forefathers whom had facial hair or long hair. Beards have been very common throughout
history. Clean shaven is something less than a hundred years old. Guys with short hair is a
construct of the latter century.”
Asta was somewhat hesitant with her response, “Probably because the Vikings did?”
Lorelei, an anthropology college student in her mid-twenties white female from the Northwest,
said , “I think partly out of tradition as well as personal choice. And it’s friggin hot!”
So You’re Heathen, How Many Tattoos Do You Have?
Unlike beards, tattooed bodies receive both positive and negative reactions. Whatever
the response, both attitudes “are informed by and inform a shared conception of the inscribed
body as the external expression of an inner self” (Sullivan 2009:129). Sullivan (2009:129),
while quoting Margot Mifflin (1997:178), suggests that “tattooing is a way of cutting into nature
to create a living, breathing autobiography.” Tattoos, or individual body projects, “may appear
to be productions of the self, but they are historically located in time and place and provide
messages that ‘can be ‘read’ only within a [specific] system of organization and meaning”
(Sullivan 2009:129).
Just like hair and beards are outward appearances, tattoos are prevalent in the Heathen
community. Out of the 36 people I interviewed, only 6 (16.667%) were inkless. However, out
of those six without, four (66.67%) of them are in the process of designing the artwork and
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searching for a tattoo artist. The thirty (30) people with tattoos had more than one.10 Heathens
are marginalized within American culture because of their membership in an NRM. While now
conceptualized as socially acceptable in the mainstream, tattoos serve as “corporeal signifiers
that suggest disenchantment and rebellion” (Kosut 2006:1037). With the popularity of tattoos,
“claiming membership in a sub-culture is a constant struggle to differentiate oneself from the
mainstream” (Koch et al. 2010:160). Heathens “express their need for uniqueness” (Koch et al.
2010:159) through religious tattoos. A religious piece of body art “demonstrates a ‘permanent’
devotion to God [or in this case, gods and goddesses] and marks the wearer as a believer, called
to live in ways that are in keeping with their insignia of faith” (Koch and Roberts 2012:212).
Four people have a Valknut, three interlocking triangles, as an offering of his or her life
to the god Odin. Growing your hair long is one thing, perhaps a fad, that can always be cut and a
beard can always be shaven. However, as Marten, a 33 year old white male construction worker
from the Mid-South, said, “Taking Odin’s mark is not something that is taken lightly. I took it
after being Heathen for about a year. As a sign of my devotion to Odin. He is who brought me
to Heathenry. He can claim me at any time.” As Kosut (2006) states, “tattoos are not worn upon
the body but rather inscribed into the body. Tattoos simultaneously decorate the body and
permanently modify it” (1040).
One of the women with a Valknut said, “It’s quite personal. I don’t talk about it much. I
have a Valknut tattoo on my sternum, and it is my acknowledgement that I am sworn to Odin
and that the time of my death is his to choose.” Dierk has a personalized Valknut on his chest,
which “accompanied an oath to Odin. It says in runes ‘Lebe for Woden, Sturbe for Baldur,
10

There is a difference between having a tattoo and being a tattooed person; “The people who have tattoos only
have one or two; usually personal images strategically placed so as not to be seen. Tattooed people have many
tattoos, usually larger and more colorful and placed so they can be seen…[having] chosen to socialize in the
subculture of tattooists and others as heavily tattooed as they are. This allows them to avoid the reactions of the
general population and ‘fully embrace marginalization.’” (Johnson 2007:46) (citations omitted).
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Keine Gnade for der Einshlagenen,’ Saxon for ‘Live for Odin, Die for Baldur, No Mercy for the
Slain.’” He also has a raven with an Elhaz rune on his right shoulder, which is in reference to
“an Icelandic proverb ‘Keep the ravens on your right.’ I now have a raven always on my right.”
The tattoos the women have are not fluffy bunnies with flowers and butterflies. Their
tattoos are just as substantial and visually masculine as the men’s tattoos. I argue that through
the use of tattoos, women are performing masculinity in the same social context as men (Mojola
2014). Thora had a few pieces with bindrunes:
I have a Thor’s Hammer with my name as a bindrune in the middle of it. I wanted
a Hammer tattoo, because I am close to Thor. I have another bindrune on the base
of my spine. It’s a bindrune that came to me in a meditation and kept showing up
in my dreams. I view it as a protection rune, and it’s at the base of my spine to
protect my backbone, the essence of me. I also have a Helm of Awe tattooed at
the top of my spine, another protection. Mostly so no one can come at me from
behind.
Yggdrasil, the world tree, common to all Heathens, is a very popular image. (See Figure
11) Yggdrasil tattoos are typically large, detailed and visually powerful. Inge said, “Yggdrasil is
about sacrifice and the quest for knowledge, as well as the Norse symbol for life. That pretty
much sums it up.” Two people without any tattoos are planning on getting Yggdrasil, with
Kelda saying,
I do not have any tattoos, but since I was in the 4th grade I
have wanted Yggdrasil to grace my entire back, and it will
someday. I have wanted this since then and I still want it
now, for all it represents. I am 30 years old and do not have
any tattoos because of a promise I made to my
grandparents not to get any until they pass. Grandma is 89
and still going strong. The promise to family is stronger to
me than any desire to have ink.
Two people I interviewed are heavily tattooed. One reason
for this can be found in Kosut’s (2006) explanation that tattoos are
Figure11: Yggdrasil Tattoo
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“a resilient and idiosyncratic material cultural form that resists consumer ‘throw-away’
culture…the permanence of tattoos contributes to their allure and cultural significance” (1041).
Koen said,
My backpiece is the nine worlds, and I got it because of the connection I, we,
have with the nine worlds. I also have a full sleeve, with the Nine Noble Virtues,
the Bragafull, a Mjolnir, a Viking compass, and a folfot. I got them for various
reasons. The NNV for a reminder of what my virtues should be based on, the
Bragaful for the frith that Bragi shares in Valhalla, the Mjolnir for strength, the
compass so I don't lose my way on this path, cheesy yeah, the folfot for honoring
Suna, and to take it back from the skinheads.
The other heavily inked individual is a woman. Historically speaking, “tattoos and
tattooing have been considered primarily a man’s activity and … likely be considered a gender
role violation for women11” (Hawkes, Senn and Thorn 2004:594). The Hawkes et al. (2004)
study found that “women with tattoos were viewed as more powerful and less passive than
women without tattoos. In a culture where passivity and weakness are socially desirable traits
for women, this is consistent with a negative evaluation of women with tattoos. However, in a
culture (or subculture) where women’s strength is idealized, the opposite conclusion could be
reached” (602). The Heathen subculture is such a culture where this opposite conclusion can be
found. Lorelei, said:
I have five bindrunes, two I won't discuss. One is vegvesir, the helm of awe, and
then my kindred's bindrune…I have one that is a raven, wolf, and human living
and dead. For the helm of awe and vegvesir, I feel that they are important images
and meanings in Heathery and just felt right to have tattooed. My kindred
bindrune is very important to me as it represents the family I chose and truly love
and would do anything for. There's far more to that one but not that I really want
to discuss…My raven/skull/wolf deal was an idea that formed out of something
totally different. This ended up having way more meaning. Wolf is my main
totem animal but ravens are pretty close. I have an affinity for the dead so I have
the representation of life and death. My kindred is "raven's wolf" so that worked
11

Tattoos are linked to men and masculinity “because of the stereotype of the person and the pain associated with
it, so when a women gets tattoos, it is regarded as a resistance to female beauty as society commonly sees it”
(Johnson 2007:48).
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out well too! Those are basic reasons otherwise they were also just really
aesthetically pleasing to me.
These meanings are incapable of being objective since meanings can change, not only for
the one who interprets the tattoo, but for its bearer (Sullivan 2009). Public viewing of a tattoo
may generate several different meanings, depending on “the embodied history of the subject who
interprets, the relationship between him or her and the tattooed person,[and] the other ways in
which the tattooed body is marked” (Sullivan 2009:132-3). In addition, the private and personal
meaning belonging to the tattoo’s owner may change over time (Sullivan 2009). Lorelei said,
Debatable whether my ink is Heathen. I've had a connection to the world tree/axis
mundi for much longer than I've considered myself Heathen, so even though I
might now consider that 16 hour ordeal as representative of Yggdrassil, I did not
think of it that way when I first commissioned the piece. My connection to trees
was a natural segue of my spiritual journey into the Northern tradition. Similarly,
viewing the serpent wrapped around my tree as a symbol of wisdom, and the price
of that wisdom, fits many mythologies, including the Norse. I'm quite happy to
view that serpent in a vein similar to Odinn's shape shifting after acquiring the
mead of poetry.
Unlike other fashion trends, where you can discard a pair of jeans or as Paul Sweetman
(1999) indicates a designer suit is a sign of ignorance regarding the “conditions under which the
material product was produced,” tattoos “demand one’s presence as … [a] living frame for the
corporeal artifact thus acquired” (64). Even within this masculine space, with Heathenry being
seen as an “establishment of patriarchy” which has enabled men to secure their hierarchal status
in the realms of “spiritual, political and social power that was gendered and natured” (Cudworth
2005:19), men and women are both displaying the same type of masculinity which serves to
equalize male dominance in this one of doing masculinity through body art (Mojola 2014).
DISCUSSION
Insiders to Heathenry are familiar with the phrase, “Heathenry, where men are men and
women are men!” This seemingly egalitarian phrase is rooted in masculinity. Insiders may not
45

situate their gender performance within the masculine / feminine dichotomy. However, my
research indicates that the enduring image of the Old Norse male is ever present. That image
manifests itself in how Heathens are “doing masculinity,” which in essence is “doing
Heathenry.”
Since gender is a social construct (Mellor 2001), the performance of gender is constantly
subject to scrutiny through the interactions of both the performers and audience (West and
Zimmerman 1987). As both men and women are doing masculinity, they are reinforcing
masculinity as the dominant position within the patriarchal and hierarchical structure of gender
performance (West and Zimmerman 1987).
I have constructed an understanding of how participants within the ever-changing context
of NRMs influence gender construction and socialization, while at the same time being
influenced by their perception of historical imagery and reconstruction of historical literature. I
have shown that the image of the hegemonic “Viking warrior” acts to control this masculinity, as
it is performed through the consumption of mead during rituals, playing Viking games, growing
long hair and beards, and marking their bodies with tattoos.
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CHAPTER III
DOING SPIRITUAL ENVIRONMENTALISM IN A
NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENT
In his highly controversial article, historian Lynn White, Jr. (1967:1205) set forth the idea
that patriarchy, as established through Christianity, was responsible for the ecological crisis
when he posed this question: “What did Christianity tell people about their relations with the
environment?” Although the question may seem simple enough, the answer White (1967:1205)
gave was anything but simple:
Man and nature are two things, and man is master...The victory of Christianity
over paganism was the greatest psychic revolution in the history of our
culture…Especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most anthropocentric
religion the world has seen…Christianity, in contrast to ancient paganism and
Asia’s religions, not only established a dualism of man and nature but also
insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends…In
Antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream, every hill had its own genius
loci, its guardian spirit. These spirits were accessible to men, but were very
unlike men…By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to
exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects…The
spirits in natural objects, which formerly had protected nature from man,
evaporated. Man’s effective monopoly on spirit in this world was confirmed, and
the old inhibitions to the exploitation of nature crumbled.
White (1967:1206) went on to state that how we deal with the current ecological crisis is
a matter not dealt with through science and technology, rather instead through finding “a new
religion, or rethink[ing] our old one.” Adding to his controversial article, White (1967:1207)
concluded that “we shall continue to have a worsening ecological crisis until we reject the
Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man…Since the roots of our
trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious.”
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All Heathen groups and individuals have a shared cosmological belief system of nature,
specifically through Yggdrasil, or the world tree, and the landvaettir, or land spirits (Davy
2007:159). In Norse mythology, the cosmos takes form as Yggdrasil, “the name of the worldtree of Eddic mythology” (Simek 1993:375) which acts “as the axis of all the [nine] worlds”12
(Paxson 2006:134). According to lore,
Yggdrasil is an ash tree. Its roots reach out on three sides over the whole world.
Men live under one, the giants under another and Hel under the third…The
squirrel Ratatoskr runs up and down the trunk, an eagle sits in the branches and
the dragon Nidhoggr and numerous snakes gnaw at its roots. Four stags graze in
the branches of the ash tree… Yggdrasil is an evergreen…The gods meet and
hold council beneath Yggdrasil before the Ragnarok and the world-tree quivers as
a sign of the coming of the end of the world (Simek 1993:375).
According to White (1967:1205), “What people do about their ecology depends on what
they think about themselves in relation to things around them. Human ecology is deeply
conditioned by beliefs about our nature and destiny – that is, by religion” (emphasis added). By
using practice theory, we can “ask open questions about what people are doing and how they
categorize what they are doing” (Couldry 2004:127) (emphasis added). There are three aspects
of practice theory which aid in our exploration of what people do regarding their spiritual
environmentalism.
First, practice theory substitutes the concept of culture as an internal meaning with an
idea of culture as two forms of publicly observable processes: practices (being routine activities,
automatic and unconscious actions) and discourse (principles or ordering of meanings) (Couldry
2004: 121, citing Swidler 2001: 74-5). Second, the goal of practice theory is to be open when
analyzing practices, which is dependent upon how individuals understand what actions are

12

The nine worlds are: Asgard (home of the Aesir gods), Ljosalfheim (home of the light elves), Midgard (home of
the humans), Muspelheim (home of the fire giants), Nilfheim (home of the mist), Jotunheim (home of the frost
giants), Vanaheim (home of the Vanir gods), Svartalfheim (home of the dark elves), and Hel (home of the dead)
(Paxson 2006:134-135).
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practices, “a complex question because actions are linked into a practice not just by explicit
understandings, but also by being governed by common rules and by sharing the common
reference-point of certain ends, projects, and beliefs” (Couldry 2004: 121, citing Schatzki 1999:
89). Third, practice theory looks to how some practices act to “anchor, control, or organize
others,” either by definitional hierarchy, dynamic change, or ritual practices (Couldry 2004: 122,
citing Swidler 2001: 79,87). In addition, since Heathenry has no authoritative doctrine, the use
of practice theory “as doing” allows Heathens to maintain a level of agency in the performance
of their Heathenry (Caldwell 2012; Schatzki 2001).
This chapter explores the emergent fields of nature religions and spiritual
environmentalism, both of which are under-explored areas within the cultural sociology of
religion. Here, we can draw a connection between how Heathens view their religion as a nature
religion by honoring of the landvaettir and how that does or does not manifest in their daily lived
experiences of doing environmentalism. Cultural sociologists are interested in how cultural
objects, being non-human, directly influence human action, and how materiality is capable of
both constraining and empowering such objects (Griswold, Mangione and McDonnell 2013). I
examine how the spiritual expressions of honoring the landvaettir cultivate environmentalism
and whether or not such cultivation results in the adoption of a political identity as an
environmentalist. In addition, this chapter examines the idea of a traditional blót as a blood
sacrifice in conjunction with Heathen attitudes towards vegetarianism.
WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU DON’T EAT MEAT?
Traditionally, “the blót involved blood sacrifice, that is, the killing of animals” (Strmiska
(2007:165), typically the main course for the feast accompanying the seasonal ritual. According
to Strmiska (2007:155), “Animal sacrifice was a key religious practice of the pre-Christian
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peoples of Germanic Northern Europe. It is now being revived by some modern Pagans who
reconstruct pre-Christian Germanic religious traditions, drawing on medieval Icelandic literature
as well as Anglo-Saxon literature and other related sources.” However, there has been some
opposition to sacrifice performed in our contemporary society and culture:
Paired with the sanitization and sterilization in modern industrialized life is an
attitude or romanticization of nature, including animals. Many modern people
yearn for contact with the world of nature from which they feel so alienated. This
is often expressed in a petrified, almost Disney-like view of nature that overlooks
the basic order of the animal world, in which animals do in fact, kill, and eat each
other as a matter of course…The romanticism that sweetly distorts naturally
carnivorous animals into fluffy dolls and flurry angels is unlikely to foster a
mindset that would look favorably on the practice of animal sacrifice…a fair
amount of moral prestige is commonly accorded to vegetarianism…Given the
contrasting stereotyped images of a peaceful Buddhist monk who lives on a
virtuous diet of rice and greens and a “savage” or “primitive” who worships his or
her gods by inviting them to feast on the raw or cooked body parts of a freshly
slain animal, there can be little doubt that the former is more pleasing to modern
sensibilities (Strmiska 2007:157-8).
Strmiska (2007) specifically argues the point out that “Nordic Pagans…who practice animal
sacrifice are a minority of the overall community of Nordic Pagans. Most Modern Nordic
Pagans practice blóts in which various items are substituted for animals as objects of sacrifice”
(176). When I attended LATP in 2012, a one hour workshop entitled “Blood Sacrifice” was
held, in which all aspects of a sacrificial blót were discussed (choosing a young animal, properly
caring for and raising it, what to feed it, and how to “humanely” cut its throat). At the 2013
LATP Midwest meeting of Chieftains, Gothars, and Elders (called Midwest Thing), there was
discussion regarding the composition of a manual in order to hold a blood sacrifice blót. Even
though Strmiska states this is a minority of the community, it is a very real topic of current
discussion at a gathering that has become the largest Heathen gathering in the United States.
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Marten said, “I will one day raise my own goats, so that I can perform real blót.” This
implies that unless there is an actual blood sacrifice of an animal, other blóts are not real or as
meaningful when an item is used as a substitution for an animal. Asta said,
In the past, a blót definitely included slaughtering an animal and consuming the
meat at the feast. Horsemeat was clearly significant, as was the Yule boar.
Sacrifice of cattle is also well-attested. In the present, again, for me personally,
yes I serve meat at feasts, and again, I don't think it's required for everyone. If a
group has good reasons not to eat meat, health, for example, there is no reason
they should serve it, and a symbolic substitute such as a bread animal is fine. In
addition, most meat animals today are raised in horrific factory farms. If I did not
have access to humanely-raised meat from local farms and venison hunted by
people I know, I probably wouldn't serve meat, either.
Asta understands the historical significance, the modern day ability for a symbolic substitution,
yet clings to the notion of an actual sacrifice through the hunt.
Inge said,
Blót means sacrifice, so should you sacrifice animals in the name of the gods?
There’s actually a bit in the lore about sacrificing horses and boiling and eating
the meat and sacrificing the blood to the gods…Talking about blót since we are
recreating this religion and not following the Eddas as scripture, as long as the
feast and sacrifice is done with proper intent, it shouldn’t matter what’s consumed
during the feast... feasting is more about community and abundance than about
eating a specific thing.
Inge acknowledges the historical significance of a blood sacrifice, while also recognizing that the
ritual is about community building while we live in modern times attempting to reconstruct an
ancient way of life. Like Inge, Dierk also mentions the historical significance but goes deeper
into the issue at hand. Dierk said,
Blóts and blood sacrifice…that is a tricky one. I have no moral issue with making
an offering to the Gods, especially one that is historically accurate…I do expect
that the animal be treated humanely, and that it not suffer. I hear stories of a theod
in New York who decided to sacrifice a pig using a dull sword. It ended badly.
Very badly….That sort of behavior does not reflect well on the sacrificing party.
It can badly affect their luck, and did so. That tribe floundered, lost members, lost
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gefrain, lost respect, and their leader is now facing felony charges for a different
matter…If you're going to offer something, make it a worthy offering…
While he has no personal qualms with the idea of a blood sacrifice, he also demonstrates that it
must be done correctly, which is why workshops and manuals are being addressed at gatherings
such as LATP. The larger question to ask is what is the correct way to do a blood sacrifice and
not portray Heathenry as being a portrayal of barbaric Vikings who are insensitive to animal
rights (which can be translated into feminist rights). Even more important, the semblance of
caring is indicative of defensive behavior but against whom are Heathens defending themselves.
Finn said, “Blood sacrifice was practiced by the Norse, and if our goal is historical
accuracy then it should be a part of events when possible. Feast meat should not come solely
from sacrifice, solely for the difficulty in coordinating that. I think that the blood sacrifices
themselves should only come from animals killed in a hunt, but that's just me personally.” Here,
Finn is concerned with “‘historical accuracy,’ but he agrees with Asta in regards to hunting wild
animal as the preferable manner in which to obtain feast meat in today’s modern society. If
Americans Heathens were capable of loosening their grasp of the quintessential iconic image of
the Old Norse Viking warrior, the idea of a ritual blood sacrifice would be a non-issue of
contestation. Sigrid said,
…I think blót is extremely important, but that our modern society is greatly
divorced from the process of raising and sacrificing an animal. And that to simply
take a city person who has never dealt with it and put them in the midst of a blót
is bad form…It takes some time, and talking to overcome a lot of our modern
death fears and assumptions…I think properly blóted meat is a perfect feast food,
providing you’re being a good host by providing it…I think vegetables and grains
for a feast should be harvested with reverence and payment in the same manner
too…Having spent the formative years of my life raising and slaughtering cows,
pigs, chickens and geese, I have no problem performing and attending blót
myself. But I don't expect the same of others who haven't had that sort of
exposure.
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Sigrid has a different outlook because she was raised on a farm where the slaughter of animals
was a part of her lived daily experience, while at the same time she mentions how our modern
society is not as conducive to the idea and performance of a blood sacrifice. For her, like with
the mead, it is about the intent behind the offering.
Sigrid, answered that for their kindred, “we feel it is important to honor the animal who
was raised, so whenever possible we purchase locally, ethically, sustainable raised meat.” Here,
she is not referring to a blót, but rather the purchase of meat from a local farm, which returns us
to the issue of the intent behind the offering at the feast.
The majority of the respondents were thoughtful about wanting to make sure that there
was food accessible to everyone. However, the general consensus is represented by such
sentiments as stated by Lorelei,
I don't necessarily think that all feasts need meat per se; I think that especially
having one main thing of meat kind of goes back to the old traditions of honoring.
Hunting provided many valuable resources to our ancestors and I think that
sharing a kill would have been a very joyous occasion for the community along
with being a sacrifice of the hunter’s efforts, similarly to the effort of the mead
makers today. While it is very obvious that we can have wonderful feasts and
celebrations today without meat, I personally just think it ties in to gaining a small
feeling of how our ancestors would have enjoyed feast together. While we are not
being reconstructionists, I think small nods to the old way are kind of nice. No
matter what the menu includes, I think that the perfect feast meal is simply made
up of home-made favorites. It doesn't matter what it is, as long as the person
bringing the dish put thought into it and some of their own time, that is what
counts. For example, bringing a fruit tray? Fine. But personally pick out the fruit
and cut it up and bring it on your dishes.
Lorelei is representative of most Heathens, making reference to and a connection with the
ancestors through hunting, the intent behind the offering, along with an element of personal
effort in preparing the feast for which you are the host. Disa said that “…the meat is not
necessary, but once again has historical significance especially in relation to shared sacrifice and
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feasting. I think the perfect feast meal is one that consists primarily of foods that have been
cultivated and then harvested and prepared to share.” She echoes the notion of intent. Everyone
interviewed, regardless of their opinion about blót and what meat was served, stated that all
feasts should be served to accommodate all types of dietary lifestyles, because above all, as Jette
states, “Hospitality, both to the guest, and to the host, are higher on my priority list that what
people can or cannot eat.” As demonstrated, the issue of blót in its historical interpretation and
whether or not such a ritual is necessary in today’s contemporary society when people view
intent just as or more important than the offering itself, is a contested and heated issue within the
Heathen community.
Out of the 36 individuals interviewed, only one (2.77%) identifies as a Heathen
vegetarian. Hampshire and Beckford (1983) espouse that the labelling of an individual or group
as deviant is “the work of society…deviance is not constituted by certain forms of behavior –
deviant acts – but is seen as a product of a social process of definition” (211). Conforming to the
spirit of labeling theory, the authors assume “that once the actor is defined as deviant, this very
act of definition will reinforce and amplify his deviance in so far as he comes to accept a deviant
identity. Once action has been defined as deviant the very process of definition may then
discourage the actor from behaving ‘normally’” (211).
Hampshire and Beckford (1983) review and critique the “deviance amplification model”
which includes three guidelines: (1) lower levels of tolerance resulting in more (2) deviance
being defined in order to control the (3) deviants through attempts at alienation. However, the
actions of the labelers do not necessarily dictate the reaction of the deviant into more deviance or
the potential deviant into a deviant career (Hampshire and Beckford 1983). However, such
appears to be the case in regards to a deviant identity in NRMs.
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In the Lofland and Stark (1965) model regarding conversion and maintenance of a
deviant career, they acknowledge that in modern industrial societies, it is not uncommon for
individuals or collective groups to give up a mainstream belief system and replace it with “an
unknown, obscure and often, socially devalued one” (862).
Heathen vegetarianism is deviant behavior. Vegetarianism has the potential of being
perceived as a radical life-style choice ((Dietz et al. 1995). According to the Dietz et al. (1995)
telephone survey, approximately 7.2% of those who participated in the survey self-identified as
vegetarian. According to my research, just over a third of that amount, or 2.77%, of Heathens
self-identify as vegetarian. Lars, a twenty-something year old white male, who is an EMT from
the Mid-South region, stated, “I know zero vegetarians, period.” Roth said, “most Heathens I
know tend to be omnivores.” For Heathens, vegetarianism is rare. They know it exists, but for
many of them they have not knowingly interacted with them.

Rather, they associate

vegetarianism with “other” kinds of pagans, often the more liberal ones, which is most likely to
be Wicca.
When asked his opinion of vegetarianism, the one vegetarian, Koen responded:
I think that it is a highly underrated way of life. After all, it really isn't just a diet,
is it? I think it's better for the Earth, and I think that it's better for us personally.
And if you're going to eat meat, make sure it's not factory farmed. Personally, I
have never been anything but a vegetarian. Granted I've tried meat, and was not
thrilled. So I can't say that it's just for the planet, or just for my health. I find this
works for me, and I can't necessarily try to persuade someone to become
vegetarian, just as I don't think it's ok to try to persuade someone into eating meat.
I do take issue with the militant types.
Even when giving his opinion about a lifestyle he has lead his entire life, he had to
politically distance himself from the “militant types,” being those who are more assertive
about their choices. Koen is much more quiet and reserved, and unless you share a meal
with him, you may never realize he is a vegetarian.
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When he was asked if he knows any other Heathen vegetarians, his reply was
“Yes. Two, other than myself for sure.” The two others he is referring to are Dr. Snook
(my thesis advisor) and I. Out of the 36 interviewees, 16 (44.44%) know Heathen
vegetarians. Twenty interviewees (55.55%) claimed to not know any Heathen
vegetarians; however, two of them do know Heathens on gluten-free diets. The
overwhelming majority, 96.43%, all similarly agreed that being a vegetarian was an
individual choice, even if it was not a choice they make. Only one individual responded
negatively, Anders, a 33 year old white male electronic tech in the offshore drilling
industry, whose family lives in the Mid-South region, stated that “I don't think we as
humans are designed to eat just vegetables, if that was the case vegetarians wouldn't need
to be on vitamins to regulate proper nutrition levels.” And one individual was both
negative and partially accepting, Edvard stating, “I think we have canines for a reason,
but people can eat whatever they want for the most part.” Kari knows “at least 10
vegetarians in the Heathen community in Minneapolis/St. Paul area but there are likely
more. I don't think it is made a big deal or an issue in our community the way it is in
other parts of the country.”
Two other people knew at least ten or more vegetarian Heathens, but all three of these
accounts can be attributed to living in California and Minnesota where the political climate is
more conducive to a vegetarian lifestyle. In a lot of places, especially the Mid-West and South
where the majority of my research was located, vegetarianism is a deviant lifestyle because it
conflicts with a great deal of political symbolism, finding itself “outside the culturally prescribed
forms of eating” which in Western culture is that of the “more pervasive yet implicit ideology of
meat” (Morris and Kirwan 2006:198) which is explicitly masculine. When located within a
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conservative space, vegetarianism creates a dichotomy wherein the vegetarian becomes the other
who is labeled as uppity or snobbish because of their “association with alternative cultures, such
as hippy culture” (Morris and Kirwan 2006:195). And as Adler (2006:290) points out, the
Heathen community “did attract people who were more politically conservative than the majority
of Neo-Pagans…there were less vegetarianism and more alcohol…there was a stress on warrior
values (The Vikings are seen as freedom fighters, not robbers).” Warrior virtues and a
vegetarian lifestyle are not copasetic.
There were two vegetarians at Trothmoot (1.43%); one individual claimed to be
vegetarian but it was later discovered that he eats fish which is technically pescetarianism. There
were three vegetarians at LATP in 2012 (1.15%), and four in 2013 (1.62%). There were two
vegetarians at the Ostara celebration for both 2012 and 2013 (6%), with three vegetarians at
Winternights (4.62%). The lack of Heathen vegetarianism is due to the masculinization of meat
which occurs through the liberal politicization and feminization of vegetables. In The Sexual
Politics of Meat, Carol J. Adams (1998) states that
by speaking of the texts of meat we situate the production of meat’s meaning
within a political-cultural context. None of us chooses the meanings that
constitute the texts of meat, we adhere to them. Because of the personal meaning
meat has for those who consume it, we generally fail to see the social meanings
that have actually predetermined the personal meaning…Assuming meat to be a
food for men and consequently vegetables to be food for women carries
significant political consequences. In essence, because meat eating is a measure
of a virile culture and individual, our society equates vegetarianism with
emasculation or femininity (14-15).
According to Dietz et al. (1995), “vegetarianism is a social construction …
Advocates of vegetarian diets offered four rationales for a meatless diet: personal health,
concern with cruelty to animals, concern for world hunger, and concern with damage to
the environment” (535). The authors go on to state that “to the extent that food is
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symbolic and that meat may be perceived as ‘good,’ vegetarianism confronts those
values” (Dietz et al. 1995:536). The interviewees’ responses can be divided amongst
these four categories.
Viewing vegetarianism as a personal healthy choice, Niels said that it is “a healthy and
fine diet choice.” However, other responses were not so revering. Disa said, “I think it is a
nutritional ideal, but not practical for complete health.” Dag said, “Vegetarianism is usually a
choice of either moral qualms or health. If a person is morally against something and objects
personally, I can support that decision though I will never understand it. If for health reasons
then they are being duped by science that is still in its infancy and rather presumptuous.” Both
Disa and Dag clearly believe that vegetarianism is a personal health choice, but neither one of
them would advocate such a diet.
Dierk said, “I don't do dairy (lactose intolerant/dairy allergy) so when I go meatless, I go
vegan…I do try and eat vegan about half to 3/4ths of the time. For me it was strictly a health
choice. While I dislike cruelty to animals, I'm also not opposed to eating meat in moderation and
also eating good meat, not the shit they serve at McDonalds…I was brought up to drink a gallon
of milk a day and was constantly sick. I cut out the milk, I started being able to breathe normally
so, health choice. I like breathing more than I like milk, yogurt, and cheese. I do still eat some
meat, but in much less quantities than before.” While his response definitely falls into the
personal health category, he is the only individual who made a reference to issues surrounding
cruelty to animals, even if he does still eat meat.
Besides Koen’s response (as discussed above), Inge said “that it's smarter than
being a meat-eater, in a more sustainable sense…my own personal hang-ups are with
preservatives, additives, and with GMOs.” These were the only two responses that
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identified vegetarianism as being a concern for the environment, at least in a positive
manner. Thora stated that she doesn’t agree with vegetarianism, “because there are more
environmentally-friendly ways to raise and eat meat as well as vegetables.” Thora and
Inge are at the opposite ends of the environmental spectrum. As a concern for both
damage to the environment and for world hunger, Rikard, a fifty something year old
white male software designer from the West coast stated:
Do you know about the 10-20-30-40 rule? According to my ag professor
at UC Davis, roughly 10% of the earth's surface can be used to grow
primary food crops. About 20% can be used to grow forage crops that are
used for animal feed. 30% is grassland that can be used for pasture but not
for direct agriculture. 40% is not usable for food production in any way. If
this is true, then vegetarianism wastes the dominant fraction of foodproducing acreage. Why would one do that, other than religious/political
belligerence? Especially when there are hungry people around who need
to eat?
This response is anti-vegetarian and does not view vegetarianism as a mechanism to correct
damage to the environment, and implies that vegetarianism contributes to the plight of world
hunger. Sigrid said that she thinks vegetarianism is “for many folks, it helps them eat more
mindfully which is always a step in a positive direction… I don't think simply being vegetarian
helps nor hinders the environment save for voting in the capitalist world with your money. Such
as buying local, organic, pesticide free…” This answer leans towards a personal health choice,
while providing us with a political commentary for damage to the environment.
Donna Maurer (2002) identifies the stereotypical vegetarian as a white, well-educated,
liberal, middle- or upper-class female, being more than likely to follow non-traditional values.
Marten states, “I think fake meat tastes like shit… [laughs]…I don't expect every Heathen to
have the He-Man complex. Plus, we are all different. Nothing says you have to be a meat eater to
be Heathen.” Marten participated in the Bridal Contest, wherein the hotdogs the contestants had

59

to eat were left-over veggie dogs from the previous night’s cookout. During the contest, Marten
kept referring to the hotdogs as “peace and love dogs.” The vegetarian stereotype does not
coincide with the average Heathen, nor does it fit within the idealized notion of a Viking warrior.
Inge, reiterates this sentiment with his response, “the warrior ethic and aesthetic in Heathenry,
being liberal or veggie doesn’t usually connect well.” Dierk expands upon this belief, by stating
that vegetarianism, “it's an odd disconnect between Heathenry and other pagan groups like
Wicca. Like we feel the need to prove how down to earth we are by embracing redneckism.”
Here, he is embracing the macho image by comparing Heathenry to Wicca, which he is implying
has a higher occurrence of vegetarianism.
In addition, Lorelei said, “sadly, I feel that [vegetarianism] is a whole different topic of
silliness that so many Heathens I know feel that if you don't eat meat you aren't manly and the
Gods will condemn you kind of non-sense.” Here, we see her providing a critique to the
adherence of the Viking warrior image, and the connection to vegetarianism as being feminine.
This is not true of all cultures; however, in Western society, “meat is the most highly prized of
food. It is the centre around which a meal is arranged. It stands in a sense of the very idea of
food itself” (Allen et al. 2000: 405; Twigg 1983:22), especially since red meat in particular is
perceived with power, dominance and masculinity while vegetables, grains, and fruits are
conceptualized as weak and feminine (Allen et al. 2000; Twigg 1983). When asked about her
thoughts on vegetarianism, Kari replied,
In the context of Heathenry and my own ancestral connection to meat eating I can
safely say that the ‘typical modern Heathen carnivorism’ is way off base as to
what my ancestors actually ate. Meat was much more rare and precious as they
raised their own and hunted for their own meat. Meat was supplemental - not
central - to the diet of my ancestors… Some kindreds with reputations for jibing
or teasing others might make it an issue in their own humorous way but are at the
same time fairly conscious of making non-meat versions of the soups or stews
served at their gatherings. Vegetarianism in modern society is important on many
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levels from human health, planetary health, water resources and the health and
wellness of the animals in question. There is nothing glamorous or particularly
spiritual about meat consumption outside of raising or hunting your own food and
in my teaching of Heathenry I do not encourage or discourage meat eating in
particular.
Kari’s assessment of vegetarianism touches on all of the main points: personal health, damage to
the environment, being a hospitable Heathen host, and the unrealistic belief that the ancestors ate
meat three times a day, seven days a week.
HEATHENRY: A NATURE RELIGION DOING ENVIRONMENTALISM
Bron Taylor (2010:5) states, “Nature religion is most commonly used as an umbrella
term to mean religious perceptions and practices that are characterized by a reverence for nature
and that consider its destruction a desecrating act. Adherents often describe feelings of belonging
and connection to the earth – of being bound to and dependent upon earth’s living systems.”
Echoing what White (1967) stated in regards to Christianity, Taylor (2010:5) declares:
Negative views of nature religions likely originated with Abrahamic religious
traditions, being patriarchal, which have long had antipathy toward pagan and
polytheistic religions. Throughout their histories, the Abrahamic religions often
sought to force nature religions and the peoples who practice them into decline or
extinction through conversion, assimilation, and sometimes through threats of
violence. Such persecution was often justified in religious terms, including
through beliefs that assimilation was spiritually beneficial.
Taylor (2010:10) makes a distinction between green religion and dark green religion:
Green religion “posits that environmentally friendly behavior is a religious obligation,” whereas
dark green religion is that “in which nature is sacred, has intrinsic value, and is therefore due
reverent care.” The revival of northern European Paganism is academically part of this dark
green categorization.
One of the questions I asked during my interviews was, “Do you view Heathenry as a
nature religion, a religious belief system in general, a social system based on culture, or
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something else?” The majority of the respondents said that Heathenry included a mixture of all
three parts to my question. Disa answered, “I view modern Heathenry as a hybrid of each of
those things. It is a revisionist expression of pre-Christian animistic nature based practices/ritual
that is expressed through the cultural/social traditions of ancient Indo-Europeans, that has been
distilled into a modern multi-faceted religious practice.” Her answer provided the clearest and
most succinct definition of Heathenry.
Koen replied, “I believe that Heathenry is all of the above. Honoring the land and the
earth is intrinsic to Heathenry, because if we don't honor the land, we get nothing from the land
and we parish. Heathenry is a religion in general due to our gods and goddesses, and their finite
wisdom and ability. I believe Heathenry is a social culture due to our need and ability to meet,
and shake hands, and organize, and learn from one another. We are not a stagnant people.” His
definition takes into account the nature element of dark green religion as defined by Taylor
(2010) coupled with the fluidity of NRMs. His view implies that all of the aspects are on equal
footing.
Kari says,
The three pillars of Heathenry are the three pillars of the Nordic mindset from the
beginning of time. In fact, all indigenous mind sets maintain these three pillars.
They are Ancestor honoring, Nature spiritual and Higher Deity. Norway as a
country substituted God and Jesus and Mary etc. for the Higher Deity pillar but to
this day they remain both Nature spiritual and Ancestor honoring in a deep way.
Some religions try to make deity honoring more than 1/3 of a spiritual life by
diminishing or even banishing the other pillars of a total human spiritual life
expression. This yanks the human spiritual being onto one leg of the three legged
stool of total human spiritual experience. Nature spiritual means that we
understand the planet we live on as a living organism of which we are a part. This
gives us a feeling of purpose on the planet. Ancestor honoring means the healing
of öorlog and helps us understand why we were born into a particular soul
grouping. Deity gives us guidance about how to balance these things.
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Without explicitly stating as such, her answer places Heathenry in the dark green religion as
defined by Taylor (2010). By acknowledging the “Nature spiritual” is the living organism of our
planet, being equal to the pillars of Ancestor honoring and Higher Deity, Kari is saying that there
is an intrinsic value to nature which makes it a sacred space and therefore due reverent care by
all Heathens.
Sigrid answered,
It qualifies as all of those I think, depends on how the person practicing it
manifests it. For me it has a very heavy feeling of living culture, as it
encompasses everything about the way we live, the words we use, what we cook,
etc. Living the way our kindred does provides us with a shelter from the outside
culture that allows us to grow, but also makes us culture clash when we must
deal with them. But there is also a lot of nature worship built into it for us. Time
spent out of human worlds. Housle requires honoring the land, eating requires
galdr which means honoring the animals and plants that sustain our lives. Our
basic holydays rites require us to be outside, to touch dirt and trees, to interact
with the parts of the world that humans did not build, but must dwell upon.
She never outright classifies Heathenry as a nature religion, because she personally feels more of
a connection to the cultural aspect. However, she acknowledges that there is a nature worship
component that others may more heavily practice.
Lorelei stated,
I sort of view Heathenry as a combination of all of those. I feel that it is a heavily
cultural and ancestral belief system stemming largely from nature and a respect
for everything the earth gives (probably unwillingly) to humans. The Gods taught
our ancestors to wisely use the land and work with all of the critters as they had
and through time, those lessons have been passed down. I don't really like to use
the term 'religion' to describe any form of Heathenry as I feel 'religion' as a word
gives a certain stigma. AND I also feel that most people associate 'religion' with
Eastern/Jesus practices which leaves out the spiritual, educational, and nature
aspects of what we do. I guess that would kind of be the stigma I get at least...
While she believes Heathenry has nature elements to it, she rejects use of the word religion and
focuses more heavily on the cultural and belief system aspect.
Dierk said,
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Heathenry is a general overarching term for all the flavors of Northern European
indigenous religion. As such, it can include every one of the forms you
mentioned. For me, my focus is on the Gods. I am Ásatrú - literally Trú to the
Aesir. It provides me with my code of honor, the way I live my life, which is both
a cultural expression and a religious one. I do spend a fair amount of time in
nature, and I do my part to honor the land wights, but the nature veneration is not
a major focus for me. My focus is on the Gods, and lately, my ancestors…I've
been Ásatrú since 2002. Over the past 12ish years, my faith and focus have
covered many different flavors of Heathenry, but always with the Gods first and
foremost. It's not something I do on weekends, or a way of playing dress up like
Vikings, or how I research my ancestry- it is a vivid belief. The gods are not mere
symbols or archetypes- they are real. It's not that I believe in them- I KNOW they
are real. As such, I live my life to make them proud, as best I can.
He acknowledges the nature element of Heathenry, but he is the only one who placed more
emphasis on the gods than either nature or culture.
The landvaettir, or land spirits/wights, are protective spirits of the earth and forest
(Gundarsson 2007a:15). According to Gundarsson (2007a:17), “land-wights…often dwell in in
singular features of landscape, most commonly large boulders…It is needful to get the leave of
the land-wights before doing any major landscaping, especially if it involves moving trees.” One
method of honoring the land spirits is through “offerings made to streams, rocks, trees, and so
forth…The worship at ‘trees and stones’ was usually characterized by bringing food and drink to
the place, then eating it in the name of the dweller there and/or leaving a share of it at the holy
stead” (Gundarsson (2007a:19).
Gundarsson (2007a:17) speculates that land spirits “dislike pollution, large quantities of
motor traffic, and littering.” Despite the fact that land spirits
were not subjects of myth, they seem to have been very much a part of the daily
lives of all our Germanic forebears – wights to be loved and dealt with
often…That is even more needful in these times, when a great many human
activities seem as though planned to offend them. It is up to the true to make
friends with the land-wights again so that both we and they can flourish.
Restoring our relationship with the land-wights, and through them, with the
earth, may be one of the most important goals of heathen practice
(Gundarsson 2007b:471-2) [emphasis added].
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Interactionist perspective approaches
which look at social interaction in the meaning
making process of “human and nonhuman
exchange are surfacing in studies of the
environment” (Cerulo 2009: 536). In addition,
this approach is being applied to humans and
Figure 12: Land-taking Ritual

deities, “as an interactive exchange between

two socially situated entities, albeit with one who is neither copresent nor human” (Cerulo
2009:542). We can examine everyday experiences, or the “microinteractions,” which take place
between Heathens and landvaettir, by looking at how individuals view the land spirits and how
they perceive reciprocity within “their long-term relationships with the wights” (Cerulo 2009:
542). By honoring the landvaettir, my sample of Heathens are, “in ritual practices,” forming
“patterns of meaning” which are symbolic of practices that collectively assert and provide
legitimacy to “frame those wider values…being enacted” through such rituals honoring the
landvaettir which anchor their actions to the social world, thereby situating my research within
practice theory, as previously discussed in this
chapter (Couldry 2004: 127).
Each year at LATP, the opening ritual
includes a land-taking, while the closing ritual
is a land-giving. (See Figures 12 and 13) A
land-taking involves walking the perimeter of
Figure 13: Walking Perimeter for Land-Taking Ritual

the gathering, with the children making
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offerings of candy, to the landvaettir. The
purpose is to ask the landvaettir for
permission to share the space with them, and
to make a promise to return the land in the
same, if not better, condition than when the
land was taken. The land-giving is a returning
of the land to the landvaettir. My first year at

Figure 14: Recycling and Composting Station LATP 2013

LATP there were a few strategically placed
barrels marked “recycle” which quickly filled by the weekend’s conclusion. The second year at
LATP, the recycle barrels were replaced with an entire station, set up for all types of recyclables
(glass, paper, cans) along with composting bins and trash receptacles. (See Figure 14) This new
recycle station helped maintain the campsite as it was prior to our arrival so that when the landgiving was performed, the work had been done.
When asked to describe how the landvaettir are honored, the respondents were divided.
Some said they gave a significant amount of time to the land wights. Disa said, “I give a lot of
attention to the landvaettir. I honor them daily with drink and food offerings. Whatever we have
for dinner they have a portion of. I give drink offerings several times a week. We have a rock
that is naturally pitted where we leave drink offerings outside and a shelf indoors where we leave
drink and food offerings indoors.” I found that honoring the landvaettir on a daily basis was
more the exception than the rule.
Sigrid replied, “… I do the more common things like leave offerings, usually in the form
of food and drink, but also fertilizer, and compost. But I also consider honoring them with things
like not polluting the ground water, allowing plants to grow where the land needs them…tending
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to all of the life that lives on my land with a kind heart, be they spider, possum, or kitten.” Since
she is an herbalist and works with plants on a daily basis, she does other things to go beyond
what she would be doing for purposes of her livelihood. In addition, her honoring the landvaettir
through actions such as composting and not polluting the water is doing spiritual
environmentalism.
Kari said,
I have been actively maintaining land spirit vortexes on family farm land all my
life, within my Minneapolis city lot since 1995 and public lands throughout North
America since 1999. In 2009 I set vortexes connecting these energetic are
energetic web works with places in Norway including Gudvangen and Bakka
where my great grandmother was baptized. In setting vortexes, I align the spirits
of the land beneath my feet (their patterns and personalities) with the cosmology
of the world tree which I carry within my personal physiology. This is why I am a
staff carrier. I carry a staff that is traceable into the Scandinavian Bronze Age in
my mitochondria. I honor these various vortex connections within the web of
wyrd of the Goddess Jord's body when I care for their placement in my own
physical being. Walking in the staff of my mitochondrial lineage is a life-long,
daily diligence of love. Honoring my body is honoring my grandmothers is
honoring the vaettir and the continental spirits and the sky elves and the earth
elves and the jotunic forces etc.
Kari, as a völva, is very knowledgeable both in theory and practice. She is the only person to
mention the world tree. Others said that they did not spend enough time honoring the land
wights, wishing they could interact on a weekly basis instead of a monthly time frame. Lorelei,
who lives in the snowy climate of Colorado, said
I feel that I am always aware of the landvaettir, though I also don't feel that I do
enough. I leave small offerings, usually a variety of alcohol throughout the house
every couple of days and talk to them fairly frequently, especially as I am leaving
offerings…I will do the same outside as well as creating some homes for them in
my garden… I think they tend to get overlooked by a lot of people and that
saddens me for they do so much for us.
She acknowledges their importance, and the fact that they get overlooked more than they should.
In addition, when she expresses that the landvaettir “do so much for us,” this is the type of long-
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term human and nonhuman interaction that Cerulo (2009) describes. The question remains as to
what she believes the relationship to be and what is the reciprocal aspect that the landvaettir are
doing for Heathens.
Just as some scholars have documented how people “do gender” (West and Zimmerman
1987), my participants have, through various techniques, illustrated that they are also “doing
environmentalism.” When asked if they did anything that would be considered as an
environmentalism activity, or if they thought themselves to be an environmentalist, the answers
varied.
Koen said, “I believe that environmentalism is an amazing thing, and we should steer
more that way than we are now, and that includes me, as I need to try harder overall. I do almost
nothing, besides shop smart. Mostly for GMO products and their companies.” Here, we have an
individual who is a vegetarian, labels Heathenry as a dark green religion, self-identifies as a
Democrat (“affiliating with Liberals mostly”), and he does almost nothing for the environment.
Lorelei stated, “I am actually taking an environmental science class this semester that has
made me a bit more conscious of things. I have always been pretty aware of how poorly we treat
all aspects of the planet; especially in recent years...I am trying to get my garden back into a
shape that it will be happy to grow some things for us. My main goal is at least flowers for the
bees and some herbs. These are hopeful because I kill cacti. I am trying to find more and more
ways in daily activities that will help the environment, though for now, it is mostly not
supporting companies, especially cosmetics, that endanger animals and use horrific chemicals
that not only harm the humans that use them, but then damage the water and land once the
packaging gets thrown away.”
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Lorelei identifies as Democrat, honors the land wights, but looks to Heathenry as more of
a cultural system, and therefore does not do as many things as she would like, but because of a
class (and not Heathenry) wants to participate more.
Kari replied,
Environmentalism is the act of behaving in a way that supports Nature. One can do
environmentalism without understanding why on a spiritual level as laws that
support a sustainable existence might do. This can be a starting point for some to reconnect their spirits to the spirit of Jord and find their place in the web of wyrd. For
others whose religions have striven to silence Earth and all Her beings,
environmentalism can be a painful reminder of their disconnected root. When my
children were very young, I was very active in the decisions my community was
making which affected the environment in which I was raising them. I have fought
politically to maintain the integrity of the sacred places in Minneapolis and the
vortexes I maintain there. These are the safety zones for children to experience an
undamaged, uninjured Nature community. I have been less overtly political in the
past 5 years. I was an extremely environmentalist from 1976 - 1980. Actually, my
mother (my mitochondria), came from 100% Norwegian farmer folk so we grew up
recycling, composting, growing our own food and living in a delicate balance with
Nature. It was a long time before I realized that there was a movement to help teach
people to live that way (not unlike Heathenry and Ásatrú...more on that some other
time). To sum it up, my grandpa, though he could have made a lot of money selling
his cow manure in town, lovingly explained that what was produced on the farm
must go back into the farm. Nature spiritual.
Kari very eloquently is the only one who connects her dark green religion back to what she selfidentifies as environmentalism.
There were a few notable exceptions. Both Roth and Edvard are silent as to whether or
not Heathenry is a nature religion. They both consider Heathenry to be strongly connected to
their ancestors and the gods of their ancestors. Roth honors the landvaettir by making “sure the
land is clean of any trash and so forth.” Edvard does not honor the landvaettir as much as he
would like to, saying “I really don't have much of an idea how to.” His lack of knowledge
regarding how to honor the land spirits relates back to no authoritative set of rules when it comes
to the practice of Heathenry.
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Unlike Edvard, Roth tried to be as environmentally conscious as he can; however, he
qualifies his position by politically distancing himself from environmentalists with “militant
overtones of eco-terrorists like ELF or Earth First” and self-identifies as a “Green Social Liberal
with a touch of Anarchism.” Whereas Edvard, who is adamant about not being an
environmentalist or doing any such activity (“No, and no”), says, “As far as nature goes, I'm no
tree-hugger, but the human race needs to wake up and realize that NATURE ADAPTS. The
more hostile we are to our environment the more hostile it becomes to us. Tolkien makes this
abundantly clear with the Ents in Lord of the Rings.”
Making references to fantasy sci-fi, specifically Tolkien, is a common occurrence found
in Heathenry. Like Roth, Edvard he moves the conversation away from any association to
liberal tree-huggers, as he self-identifies as a libertarian.
Garth, a 28 year old white male, product specialist from the Mid-West region, was the
only person to explicitly say that Heathenry is not a nature religion. Garth says,
We are not a nature religion, though we are a religion with ties to the land. In
general, I feel we are a religious belief system that focuses primarily, at least
when we have our heads in straight, on history and culture. Those two things
really define what we are attempting to create as a community. Like all pagan
religions, I still feel a lot of initial draw comes from people wanting more myth
and mystic in their lives, but you end up in Heathenry for the ancestral/historical
ties and the overall culture we create as a community.
He comes from a Catholic/Baptist background, which is why he defines Heathenry in terms of a
religious belief system. His background as a “generalist Pagan for almost 12 years” precludes
him from identifying Heathenry as a nature religion. He does, however, honor the landvaettir by
taking care of a tree in the yard, putting out food for wild and stray animals, and not littering. As
a home-brewer, he keeps all of the glass bottles for mead making, “It’s almost recycling!”
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DISCUSSION
The notion of a traditional blót as a blood sacrifice is a matter of debate within the
Heathen community. Some Heathens feel that this is the only way to have a “real” blót, while
others feel that the intent behind a symbolic offering will suffice. I have demonstrated that the
Heathen vegetarian, however rare an occurrence, further complicates the issue. Adams (1998)
situates meat and vegetables within a socio-political context. By masculinizing meat and
feminizing vegetables, vegetarianism is consequently devalued by a patriarchal society. My
research shows that the majority of individuals would classify Heathenry as a nature religion,
albeit with more complex and nuanced cultural belief systems included.
By defining Heathenry as a nature religion, Heathens are saying that it is their obligation
to treat nature with the reverent care it deserves as being sacred (Taylor 2010). Through this
nature religion, Heathens are honoring the landvaettir and doing spiritual environmentalism,
even if their political ideology rejects such a liberal label.
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CHAPTER IV
SPIRITUAL ECOFEMINISM:
GENDERING THE POLITICS OF THE PAGAN ENVIORNMENTAL MOVEMENT
As a product of the 1970s, ecological feminism, otherwise known as ecofeminism, “has
been particularly strong within radical feminism and within the Green Movement” (Jary and Jary
2006:215). Radical feminism is a form of gender resistance feminism whose “watchword is
patriarchy, or men’s subordination of women” (Lorber 1998:62).13 While discussing the
congruency of radical feminism and ecofeminism, Lorber (1998:79) states:
Radical feminism’s view is that the presence of significant numbers of women
can alter values and behavior because their ideas, their outlook, and their
experiences are different from those of most men, almost to the point of giving
women a different culture. Eco-feminism is a movement that applies maternal
thinking and radical feminist ideas about the exploitation of women’s bodies to
protecting the environment and protesting against killing animals for fur and
meat. The radical feminist praise of the qualities of women that derive from their
nurturance and care of others, especially among those who speak of a woman’s
culture, has also led to feminist religions and ethics, and to women’s health care
movement.
Ecofeminism resulted from the third wave feminist movement with the term coined by
“French feminist Francoise d’Eaubonne in 1974 and became a useful tool to assess
interconnections between women’s oppression and the ecological crisis” (Eaton and Lorentzen
2003:1). There are several useful definitions for ecofeminism. From an academic perspective,
ecofeminism is defined as “an intellectual and activist movement that makes critical connections
13

Mary Daly, a radical lesbian feminist, “sees the woes of the world, such as environmental degradation, constant
warfare, racist and ethnocentric attitudes, and patriarchy the terrible plight of women, as a direct consequence of
patriarchy. Patriarchy (Greek: pater – father + arché – rule) refers to the control and dominance of a society and
its culture by men, who in Daly’s terminology occupy the foreground and relegate women to the background
through a variety of strategies, including the negative labeling of dissenting voices” (Rodrigues and Harding
2009:109).
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between the domination of nature and the exploitation of women” (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:1).
A more sociological definition sees “ecofeminism as [a] socioeconomic analysis and struggle
against the structures of impoverishment of both women and the earth” (Ruether 2001:x).
This chapter takes a look at the increasing amount of attention that is being placed on the
environment and one of the lenses through which ecofeminism views the potential for a crisis is
the ability of feminist religious organizations to initiate social change throughout the world.
Here, we see a connection between patriarchy and the decline in our ecology. I will place
emphasis on the spiritual ecofeminist movement, analyzing the relationship among women, the
environment and religion, as we will see within one Heathen kindred’s14 grassroots efforts. My
research will show that contemporary Heathen women are spiritual ecofeminists, specifically in
relation to their activism work in honor of the goddess Freyja and maintaining a relationship with
the land spirits through their daily lived reality of giving back to nature by attempting to live a
sustainability lifestyle.
DEVELOPING ECOFEMINIST THOUGHT AS POLITICS
Since radical feminism can be “characterized by small, leaderless, women-only conscious
raising groups, where the topics of intense discussion come out of the commonalities of women’s
lives” (Lorber 1998:62), perhaps the most pragmatic working definition of ecofeminism is that it
“encompasses a variety of theoretical, practical, and critical efforts to understand and resist the
interrelated dominations of women and nature” (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:1). When we address
14

A case study is defined as “an in-depth, multifaceted investigation, using qualitative research methods, of a
single social phenomenon” (Orum, Feagin and Sjoberg 1991:2). There are four advantages to qualitative case
study research. First, “it provides a way of studying human events and actions in their natural surroundings”
(Orum et al. 1991:7). Second, “it can offer a researcher empirical and theoretical gains in understanding larger
social complexes of actors, actions, and motives” (Orum et al. 1991:8). Third, “the case study can enable a
researcher to examine the ebb and flow of social life over time and to display the patterns of everyday life as they
change,” allowing the researcher to “uncover the historical dimension of a societal phenomenon or setting” (Orum
et al. 1991:12). Fourth, the case study approach “lends itself to theoretical generation and generalization” (Orum
et al. 1991:13).
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these common experiences of women as they interrelate with nature, then we can view
ecofeminism from a perspective that takes into account the intersections of “doing” gender,
politics and spiritual environmentalism. By taking this intersectionality approach, ecofeminism
moves beyond theory and has become a tool within both environmental and feminist movements.
Ecofeminism allows us to set aside pre-conceived notions of a loaded word and invites us to
entertain the idea of a deeper and more meaningful comprehension of the relationship between
women and nature.
Ecofeminism has been around for nearly forty years. During that time, the movement has
theoretically grown and developed its own conceptual framework, where ecofeminism “reflects
the concerted efforts of women trying to integrate their personal, ecological, and sociopolitical
concerns” (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:2). There are three major themes consistently located in
ecofeminism frames.
First, the empirical claim centers on the unjust ramifications certain environmental issues
have on women throughout a globalized society. These empirical claims consider “sociopolitical
and economic structures that restrict many women’s lives to poverty, ecological deprivation, and
economic powerlessness” (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:2). Second, ecofeminism claims that
women and nature are “connected conceptually and symbolically” based on the weltanschauung,
or worldview, of the euro-western colonialized notion that the universe is some sort of
dichotomy that is “hierarchically and dualistically” divided (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:2).
Religion is a reinforcing factor to this division of reality. The third major theme within the
ecofeminism framework has an epistemological claim which considers “the connections between
women and nature to be based in theory and in conceptual frameworks rather than in essence…it
is not due to their essential nature but to their life experiences” (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:3).
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Given this framework, then we can establish a complimentary working definition of
ecofeminism as:
…what makes ecological feminism feminist is the commitment to the recognition
and elimination of male-gender bias and the development of practices, policies,
and theories without this bias. What makes it ecological is a commitment to the
valuing and preserving of ecosystems, broadly understood. Ecofeminism is a
textured field of theoretical and experiential insights encompassing different
forms of knowledge, embodied in the concrete (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:3).
Mary Mellor has outlined various approaches to ecofeminist thought. Mellor (2001)
states that the environment is a gender issue and women and men react differently to the
environment because of their different life experiences. This relates back to the hierarchical
system, because “from a feminist perspective, the most obvious way in which gender is linked to
environment is that most of the people who are in a position to affect environmental decision
making are men and most of the people who are at the mercy of those decisions are women”
(Mellor 2001:13). In addition, she points out that “the ecological destructiveness of the Western
socioeconomic system has been seen by many ecofeminists as the result of the dualistic nature of
western society” (Mellor 2001:16). This duality places men as the masculine wage earner and
women as the feminine nurturer. In essence, human society has become more important than the
natural world. One concept which is clear from Mellor’s work is that such a connection between
women and nature, nature being the environment, is a social human construction.
Mellor (2001:20) emphasizes the fact that not all ecofeminists agree on every aspect of
their theoretical framework. However, within the social movement, they have a common
perspective that in order to discuss ecological problems we are currently facing, gender analyses
must be added to the conversation. There is an attitudinal division when it comes to gender
inequality and the environment. Men “become detached from their environmental context and
therefore lose awareness of the impact of human activity on the natural world” while
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ecofeminists view the ramifications of a modern global world as “being disproportionately
inflicted on women, indigenous communities, marginalized and exploited peoples, and on the
natural world and its nonhuman inhabitants” (Mellor 2001:20).
Ecofeminist sociologist Noel Sturgeon (2001) uses ecofeminist theories in different parts
of the globe to analyze what influences these theories have on women and development. She
takes ecofeminism out of the context of the United States in an effort to critique it within a
transnational framework or context. Her main argument is that “under specific historical
conditions, ecofeminism has been an important international political location at the intersection
of environmentalism and feminism, which has become a globalized space for political demands
by women in many countries who might not otherwise have had a voice or an opportunity to
create coalitions” (Sturgeon 2001:93).1516
Much research has been done on the gendering of the environment,17 yet not placed
specifically in scholarly discussion within the activist movement of ecofeminism. One reason
for this is addressed by Clayton Smith (2001) when he identifies the label of ecofeminism as
something that feminists and environmental activists do not wish to be associated. Smith
(2001:315) states, “Unfortunately, while ecofeminist scholars have worked to understand and
document their paradigms historically, experientially, symbolically, and theoretically, their

15

According to Tong (2009:215), “global and postcolonial feminists emphasize that ‘the oppression of women in
one part of the world is often affected by what happens in another, and that no woman is free until the conditions
of oppression are eliminated everywhere.” Under the framework of global feminists, “the personal and the
political are one” (Tong 2009:216).
16
It is relevant to note that Sydee and Beder (2001:281) state, “Ecofeminists identify globalization as an outgrowth
of capitalism that, according to their analysis, is the locus of social and environmental crises. They argue that the
essential characteristic of capitalism is its patriarchal nature. They claim that the material and discursive
institutions of patriarchal capitalism require the systematic domination and exploitation of both women and
nature.”
17
Dating back to “the start of the scientific revolution, scientists viewed the earth or nature as female, a territory
to be explored, exploited, and controlled” (Fausto-Sterling 1995:22); Nature is divided with “a ‘masculine
gendered’ man from matter, positioning him ‘over and above’ raw material nature” and a woman, “positioning her
‘down in’ with nature” (Salleh 2009:9).
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research has not linked individuals’ environmental attitudes with their attitudes towards
feminism.” Smith (2001:327) suggests that since “ecofeminist ideology is inherently based on
grievance (i.e., concern)” and environmental sociology is from a resource mobilization
perspective, that ecofeminism and environmental research should “move toward more complex
sociological approaches.” Here, we also see the lingering debate of essentialism/constructionism
as discussed in Chapter II.
All ecofeminists argue that there is a “connection between the oppression of women and
the oppression of nature” (Anderson and Young 2004:240). However, there is a bifurcation that
exists within ecofeminist theory:
Ecofeminists notice that there is a traditional link between women and nature that
aligns women more with nature and men more with culture (Ortner 1974). For
some ecofeminists, this link exists because women’s ‘nature’ is different from
men’s ‘nature’, and they think women do have a different understanding of and
empathy for the plight of the earth. For others, this relationship is more social, or
constructed, than it is ‘natural’. That is because women have traditionally been
placed on the ‘nature’ side of the nature/culture dichotomy, they are in a different
place from which to analyze both their oppression and the oppression of the earth.
At different times in Western society, both nature and women have been seen as
that which can be dominated and controlled rather than that which has
autonomous identity and is good in its own right (Anderson and Young
2004:240).
Historically, some ecofeminists have debated that “there is an establishment feminist
backlash against ecofeminism, resulting in a lack of ecofeminist writing in prominent feminist
journals18 such as SIGNS, as well as the invisibility of ecofeminist theory in important academic
feminist conferences and anthologies” (Sturgeon 1997:167).19 However, as Smith’s (2001:327)
exploratory research has found, “a significant positive relationship between feminism and
18

In reference being made to journals, “a crucial disjuncture between feminist approaches and the academic study
of religion as it is often understood is sometimes evident in a particular feminist critique of the entire style and
framework of the academic world” (Rodrigues and Harding 2009:117).
19
One reason for this can be explained by the fact that most “activist agendas that drive feminist approaches
cause them to be viewed with suspicion” and some scholars have called for there to be some distinguishment of
“feminist studies from women’s studies…without an activist agenda” (Rodrigues and Harding 2009:111).
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environmentalism and a relationship between gender and politically active environmentalism
mediated by feminism” has created a spotlight which identifies “the complexity of the
relationships between gender, feminism, and environmentalism.” A substantial amount of
research and activism has been conducted since Sturgeon’s (1997) remarks, Smith (2001:327)
cautiously concludes “that liberal environmentalism is related to liberal feminism and to gender
through liberal feminism, the use of liberal ecofeminist ideology as a mobilization tool
tentatively appears not to harm feminist and environmental causes.” My hope is to situate a
resurgence for ecofeminism within the cultural sociology of religion context of spiritual
environmentalism.
This is when we need to take a step back and re-evaluate the connection between
patriarchy and the decline in our environment. We can do this by revisiting the second major
theme located within the three ecofeminist frameworks, being that women and nature are
“connected conceptually and symbolically” (Eaton and Lorentzen 2003:2), and by joining this
theme to the concept of spiritual environmentalism, specifically within the pagan community.
Mary Daly “considers most of the mainstream religions (e.g. Christianity, Judaism, Islam,
Hinduism, Buddhism, etc.), as well as political or secular ideologies (e.g. Marxism, Maoism), as
embodying patriarchy” (Rodrigues and Harding 2009:109). We see that “ecofeminism brings
together ecology and feminism in order to critique the patriarchal structures of societies that have
dominated and exploited both women and nature, for ecofeminism argues that the two are
interlinked” (Fasching, Dechant, and Lantigua 2011:319).
This is why NRMs and Neo-Paganisms are an alluring backdrop in which to examine
how members view their ecological self. However, scholars typically situate ecofeminism within
earth or nature religions primarily through goddess worship, taking an essentialist position that
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“paganism celebrates women’s bodies, sexuality and our embodied condition as human animals
embedded in ‘nature’” (Cudworth 2005:109; Eisler 1988; Christ 1992; Starhawk 1999). All of
these studies focus on Wicca as their main source of “paganism.” While Margot Adler (2006)
was updating her research, she made the following observation, “I was struck by the irony of
coming across many Heathen kindreds that worship Northern European gods (that some
feminists might consider extremely ‘macho’), yet have truly egalitarian organizations, while I
came across a few feminist groups with charismatic leaders and more hierarchy” (235). While
some “Pagans simply dismiss Norse Paganism as patriarchal,” (Adler 2006:291), I offer the
following case study as an example of ecofeminism within such a “patriarchal” setting of
Heathenry.
HEATHEN SPIRITUAL ECOFEMINISM IN ACTION
Mellor (1997: 146-7) argues that a “‘politics of nature’ requires a ‘deep’ view of
humanity as embedded in nature and interconnected and interdependent with the natural world”
(Cudworth 2001:111). Disa believes that “environmentalism is essential to being a whole being.
It requires you to be conscious of your surroundings. That makes sense within a nature based,
animistic religious approach.” Disa and her family are becoming more and more self-sustainable
and environmentally-mindful on a daily basis:
We recycle, have made [a] conscious decision to reduce our carbon footprint in
reducing vehicle use and recycling water for gardening and cleaning. [We] use
natural ingredients for cleaning products, such as vinegar and lemon and make
our own laundry soap to reduce container waste and chemical use. We have just
begun serious gardening and composting and have moved to a smaller home, and
cut our travel down by telecommuting. Our next step is solar to offset our
electricity use by working from home.
Disa, as leader of her kindred, is an example of how “women can be empowered by their
religion, that compliance is often strategic, that religion is a site where gender rules are
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constantly being rewritten, and that religiosity is produced through acts of devotion” (Avishai
2010: 51). Disa self-identifies as a “liberal Heathen…[laughs]…somewhere between Green
Party and Libertarian, without donating or registering with either.” Even though she explains the
importance of environmentalism, and lists numerous things that she and her family do that go
beyond what the average family does, she avoids labeling herself and her family as
environmentalists.
Like Disa, Sigrid and her family live an extremely sustainable lifestyle; she says, “I do
recycle, have a zero waste house, grow our own veggies, compost, dumpster dive, repurpose,
drive two ethanol vehicles and an electric hybrid in our household, run about half the house on
solar, and do grey water cycling.” Because of her political identity “as Libertarian,” Sigrid
thinks “most environmental activists are just in the loud phase of life. I don't think of myself as
an environmentalist…this is just regular living, just being good stewards of huge earth for the
next generations.” What Sigrid does in one day, through just regular living, is more than what
many environmental activists do. Sigrid is manifesting her Heathenry in an ecologically
conscious manner, feeling like a steward of this planet, and acting responsible for the natural
world for future generations.
I had the opportunity to attend, for two consecutive years, the spring Ostara celebration
held in the Mississippi coastal region. Ostara (or Eostre) is the goddess after whom the month of
April was named, sometimes referred to as the goddess of dawn since her name is related to the
“East.” Contemporary Heathens hold blóts for her on or around the spring equinox. The Ostara
blót I attended included an honoring of the ancestors and landvaettir, Willem, a visiting member
of a Florida kindred, spoke an incantation to the gathered circle. He said:
Come, Ancient Kin of the Past! Come, Kin both Native and Immigrant! Let us
raise our voices together in song! Let us remember the roots of our homeland's
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roof-tree, but never grow blind to the steps of our child-feet, wading in the rivers
of time. Hail, Spirits of Fate! Hail, Land Wights! Hail, Sea Wights! Hail, Wights
of the Home and Hearth! May this laughter and celebration make sweeter our gift
to you; and in return, a gift for a gift! Let not your homes be despoiled by the
tarnish of man's new forges, nor your air by their metal steeds! If mankind does
not take up the task of healing, it is by their hand alone, shall they meet their
doom!
The words used in this ritual acknowledge the destructive power that humankind has on nature,
and that it is humans who will suffer the consequences if environmental action is not taken.
During this gathering, I shared many casual conversations with several women who are
members of the host kindred. I was
warmly welcomed into the home of the
chieftain and his family. Immediately
inside of the entry door, their altar (See
Figure 15) is the focal point in their
living room. Paxson (2006:103)
describes Heathen altars as ranging
“from a section of mantelpiece where
you keep your Thor’s hammer and

Figure 15: Home Altar

drinking horn to a table dedicated to a particular deity…The simplest outdoor altar is a pile of
stones.” Paxson (2006:104) states that “a simple home altar might start with a piece of colored
cloth, on which one places a statue or picture of the deity, some of the deity’s symbols, a horn,
goblet or bowl for drink offerings, a candle, and perhaps a vase for greenery or flowers.”
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Birgitta, a forty something year old white female
small business owner, described the details of the altar she
created. Necklaces20 of amber21 and individual amber
beads were placed around a statue of the goddess Freyja
(See Figure 16), as an offering to her. Placed next to the
statue was a picture of a cat that had passed away.
Numerous feathers were placed around the altar, as a
symbol of Freyja. Even though Freyja is the main
goddess she follows, there was a statue of the goddess
Figure 16: Freyja altar statue
22

Frigg , with a wedding picture so that Frigg may guard
their marriage. When asked about the Christian cross located on the altar, she replied:
I keep it there as a reminder to me that no matter how hard you to try and make
things comfortable for people with closed mind, it will never work. When we had
our wedding, of course we had a Heathen wedding, barefoot out in the woods…I
got it specifically because there was a huge fight in the family. His parents
thought I was possessed by Satan. So I keep the cross with Freya and Frigg as a
constant reminder that you have to be strong enough to say no and be true to
yourself.
Prominently placed in the center of the altar is a Barbie doll, a limited edition marketed
as a Viking princess. She said, “This is for the Dis23, female ancestors and we include the

20

One of Freyja’s most important attributes is that of the necklace Brisingamen (Simek 1993:90). Brisingamen has
numerous stories of its own, all related to its being forged by dwarves, how Freyja obtained it, its theft and return
(Simek 1993:44-5).
21
Amber is on the altar because “Freyja’s gem is thought to be amber, a connection which may go back to early
days. Amber is especially beloved by Northern folk; it is ‘the gold of the North” (Gundarsson 2007b:373).
22
Frigg is “the main goddess of the Aesir…of all goddess she is second to no-one apart from the Vanir goddess,
Freya…Frigg is Odin’s wife, the mother of Baldr…Frigg may be understood to have been originally the goddess of
women, of relationships, and possibly of love” (Simek 1993:93-4).
23
Disir are a kind of female deity, in which “several of the Eddic sources might lead us to conclude that the disir
were Valkyrie-like guardians of the dead…a second belief that the disir were the souls of dead women [ancestor
veneration]” (Simek 1993:61).
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Valkyrie24 in that because we have a lot of military in the family. My oldest son is serving in
Korea right now. [My husband] is a veteran, an ex-seal; my father was in the Navy. Just
everybody’s done some kind of service.” There are two horns, one is a blowing horn which
represents Urd’s well at Yggdrasil, and the other is a ceremonial horn used in blóts and sumbels.
There is also a small tree, known as a money tree, on the altar because she wanted something
living on the altar to serve as a reminder of the world tree.
Since several of the items on the altar were related to Freyja, I asked why this was. She
said that she is a fulltrúi25 of Freyja (or Freya). Freyja in Old Norse translates as “Lady”
(Gundarsson 2007b:357). There is much known about her:
Freyja is probably the best-known and most beloved of the goddesses today. As
mistress of magic and goddess of sexual love, she kindles the imagination and
warms the heart. Whereas the other great goddess, Frigg, is wholesome and safe,
Freyja is sweet, wild and dangerous…Freyja is especially a goddess of women
who do as they will and love as they will without worrying about social
constraints or anything else. More than any other goddess, she shows the right of
women to rule over their own bodies, to love – or not – as they choose
(Gundarsson 2007b:357).
The reason Birgitta gave for having so many feathers on the altar is for Freyja, because
“Freyja travels through the worlds by putting on a falcon-hide and faring forth in that shape”
(Gundarsson 2007b:370). As such, feathers have become highly symbolic of Freyja. Even
though Freyja is a goddess of love, she breaks the essentialist ideal of a goddess by being a “a
warrior, a goddess of passion and change…we must remember her fierce side…Her message is
simple: women too, can be strong, assertive, and full of fight” (Adler 2006:292). If other

24

Valkyries were “originally probably demons of the dead to whom the warriors slain on the battle field
belonged…those who choose the slain…There was a shift in interpretation…Now their function is interfering in
battle, and thus determining the fate of the combatants, as supernatural female warriors who fulfill Odin’s wishes
and lead the heroes slain in battle to Odin [Valhalla-warrior’s paradise]” (Simek 1993:349).
25
A fulltrúi is a “fully trusted one. In heathen religious contexts, a god with whom one shares an especially close
relationship, one’s ‘patron deity’” (Gundarsson 2007c:500).

83

Paganisms view Heathenry as patriarchal, then through Freyja, Birgitta is using ecofeminism as a
mechanism in which to question societal norms and values associated with patriarchal religions.
In addition to the feathers, cats are one of the most important symbols associated with
Freyja.26 In reference to Freyja travelling in a carriage which is drawn by two cats, many
Heathens, including Kveldulf, have pointed out (if irreverently) that if Freyja “has the power to
make two cats go in the same direction for any length of time, she must be a mighty goddess
indeed” (Gundarsson 2007b:371).
Archaeologist Kristina Jennbert (2011:15) has noted that animals “occupy a prominent
place in Norse mythology, where they act in different situations…Animals were a part of the
human world. Certain domesticated animals, such as the…cat, seem to have had a dominant
position in Norse pre-Christian religion.” One of Jennbert’s (2011:15) main inquiries is “what
role animals had in the exercise of religion and how they were used as metaphors for social
identity and in the quest for social and political power.” Archaeological evidence has discovered
that cats have “frequently been found in Viking Age graves” (Jennbert 2011:69). According to
Jennbert (2011:121-2):
Animals and zoomorphic images in the archaeological sources provide a
background to the myths involving animals…It is clear that animals play a
significant part in Norse mythology…Freyja’s cats are examples of central animal
figures in the lives of the gods…Humans, animals, gods, and other beings exist
together in a world that arouses associations which are often complex and difficult
for us to understand.
Because of this cat symbolism, Birgitta is an activist on behalf of the feline population.
She volunteers with a local rescue shelter, both bringing lost and stray cats to the shelter and
helping find permanent homes for the cats in need of adoption. Her family has five cats of their
own. She also raises awareness about the necessity for having your cat spayed and neutered.
26

Archaeologists have discovered “a little amber cat-figurine…at the late Viking-Age site on Birka” (Gundarsson
2007b:373).
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Based on her connection to Freyja, she feels that this animal activism is part of her Heathen
practice.27 One aspect of ecofeminism is the argument that “the patriarchal conceptual
framework that has maintained, perpetuated, and justified the oppression of women in Western
culture has also, and in similar ways, maintained, perpetuated, and justified the oppression of
nonhuman animals and the environment” (Curtain 2007:87-8). Birgitta’s relationship with
animal rights and environmental activism is, for her, a spiritual endeavor that connects her to the
movement of spiritual ecofeminism.
There are some ecofeminists who “appeal to ‘spirituality’ as both a means of
understanding women and nature and as a way to change thinking and action” (Anderson and
Young 2004:240). Spiritual ecofeminists use “various spiritual or religious practices [as a means
which] can realign our thought processes and, in turn, empower us to change our actions”
(Anderson and Young 2004:241). This form of ecofeminism is:
almost wholly spiritual, as theorists and activists explore the holistic value of
reality and raise it to a sacred realm. These spiritually-oriented ecofeminists seek
to celebrate women and their association with nature as a source of strength,
power and virtue. They argue that reconnecting humans with nature, and
modeling communities and self-actualization on the patterns and webs of nature
has vast political and structural implications, and, in itself, is inherently spiritual.
These ecofeminists wish to break the hierarchies that have been created around
difference to re-immerse humans in nature (Sydee and Beder 2001:281).
Birgitta not only has a strong connection to Freyja, but she has also made this connection
as a sense of her personal identity as an animal activist for the feline population based on the
symbolic imagery associated with Freyja. As an extension of the altar, Birgitta’s partner had
preserved a bobcat that he had killed years before. When asked about its significance, Birgitta
stated:
27

Freyja is one of the most important goddesses in the Heathen pantheon, and “although spiritual ecofeminists
draw strength from a variety of earth-based spiritualties, these thinkers tend to gravitate toward ancient goddess
worship” (Tong 2009:252).
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I am mad at him for that bobcat. He shot the bobcat in the head when he was out
hunting deer. Bobcats are considered a nuisance, but it’s a cat. He blew her face
off. Why would you do that? Now she is a statue and we could have used her
bits and pieces. I have a very close association to cats, in general, obviously, and
I could have done something really cool for Freyja and it would have at least
served a sacred purpose. Now it has no purpose but to just sit there, so that’s a
reminder.
Birgitta has positioned herself amongst the ecofeminist who insist “that the oppression of
women, the oppression of the environment, and the oppressive treatment of nonhuman animals
are deeply linked” (Curtain 2007:91). Birgitta is a spiritual ecofeminist because “if ecofeminism
is to make the claim that there are important conceptual connections between ecology and
feminism, it should question whether a feminist ecological ethic is best expressed through the
extension of rights to nonhuman animals on the basis of their partial identity to human beings”
(Curtain 2007:91).
Freyja is also considered to be an earth-goddess.28 As Patricia M. Lafayllve (2006:20)
states:
Freyja is often accused of promiscuity, and it seems understood that she was a
sexual being. Where this is important is in remembering that sex forms the
foundation for life. Viking Period peoples understood that sex was a vital
component in reproduction. This serves to underscore Freyja’s importance in
terms of her rank – as a goddess of sex she has the power over life…it could also
imply that she is seen as the source of life in and of itself.
This is an important association of Freyja with fertility, which links her to earth in the
sense of nature. The chieftain and Birgitta live outside of a small town and have a spacious
amount of land with a small pond. While I was at their house, spring weather was just beginning
to settle in. There were two geese that decided to take up residence at the pond. The female had
built a nest and looked as if she were going to lay eggs at any moment. Birgitta took it upon

28

There is a difference between the terms earth-goddess and mother-goddess; “Freyja playing a role in fertility
makes sense, since she is a goddess of sex she is certainly involved in the reproductive act itself. However, no
evidence exists of her being ‘motherly’” (Lafayllve 2006:45).
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herself to feed the geese every day, placing scoops of corn feed at the base on an Irminsil29 altar
located directly next to the pond. Sydee and Beder (2001:284) point out that “across the
diversity that ecofeminism supports there seems to be a common assertion of women’s
spirituality as a primary good, having its own inherent nature and integrity, and being
fundamentally grounded in nature itself.”
On numerous occasions, Birgitta addressed the significance of maintaining the land and
giving back to nature, and trying to live a sustainability lifestyle. As part of this mentality, they
advocate recycling everything: paper, cardboard, glass, aluminum can, plastic, etc… Although
Heathenry, within in context of pagan religions, “may have a more positive attitude toward
masculine energy and the warrior spirit than some other pagan traditions, heathen kindreds are
strongly supportive of families and family values, and women are taking leadership roles”
(Paxson 2006:162). The women of the kindred have built a composter and cultivated a small
portion of the family’s land for the planting of herbs and vegetables. They are also using this
activity as a teaching mechanism for the Heathen children in the community to learn about
environmentalism and the importance of making a connection with the land spirits by working
the land properly.
DISCUSSION
Through the case study of Birgitta, a chieftain’s wife in a small town located in southern
Mississippi, and Disa, and Sigrid, my research has demonstrated that contemporary Heathen
women have a tendency to be spiritual ecofeminists, even if their political ideology rejects this
specific terminology. Volunteer activist work, on behalf of the feline population, clearly shows a
dedication and sense of religious obligation done with the intention to honor the goddess Freyja.
29

Irminsil means “great pillar…’the universal column that sustains all’ and thus probably symbolic of the World
Tree” (Gundarsson 2007c:509).
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Daily recycling fosters and maintains a relationship with the land spirits. The women in their
community have also joined together to teach their children about the importance of giving back
to nature in an effort to create a sustainability lifestyle.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
The purpose of this thesis was to acquire a better understanding of how the interaction of
politics and gender inform members of the new religious movement of Heathenry how to do
spiritual environmentalism. There have been no previous studies that address how individuals
negotiate their daily life while incorporating their Heathen principles and values while
simultaneously adopting environmentally aware lifestyles. This thesis attempted such an
endeavor.
A simple google images search of “Wicca goddess” yields hundreds of goddess pictures,
with long flowing hair surrounded by pastel picturesque landscapes of fluffy bunnies and deer.
Repeat the same search for “Heathen gods and goddesses,” and there are hundreds of god and
Viking pictures, with long flowing hair and beards, surrounded by lightning and hammers, bold
colors and aggressive expressions, on both the men’s and animal’s faces. Regardless of the fact
Heathenry existed before the “Viking Age,” these are the images, of the stereotypical hypermasculine Viking warrior, that Heathens have in their minds when they do Heathenry. Also
lingering in the backs of their minds are the feminine, flowery images of Wicca, acting as a
reminder of how not to be.
When Heathens gather together, they manifest their religion through outward
performances. Heathens do masculinity by consuming mead at rituals, playing Viking games,
growing long hair and beards, and getting tattoos. Consuming alcohol, in general, is more
masculine than feminine. Beer is for men, wine is for women. When women drink, it is to
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socialize. When men drink, it is for the sake of drinking (Landrine et al. 1988). Mead is poured
into a communal drinking horn and passed around the ritual circle. Heathen women focus more
on the intent behind the offering, and not the beverage itself. Heathen men feel that mead is
important because it creates a connection to the ancestors. When men conjure up an image of
what their ancestors were like, they are all descendants of the Viking warrior.
Viking games are fun activities that provide an opportunity for strengthening of the
community through laughing and joking. The games serve as a medium in which people can
brag and boast about their strength and skills; or after a long day of workshops, can be a much
needed comic relief. However, these games serve to reinforce male dominance by politically
maneuvering oneself to the top of the hierarchal structure that is the patriarchal masculine regime
which is dominant within Heathenry. In conjunction with what a Viking should look like, many
men within Heathenry grow their hair and beards long. While men claim to construct their
appearance for purely aesthetic reasons, all of the women attributed this behavior as a way for
the men to connect to the Old Norse time period.
If you ever meet a Heathen, then you have met someone with tattoos, and not just one.
Tattoos are considered something men do, not women. And if a woman does get inked, popular
images are flowers, butterflies, and birds. However, in Heathenry, men and women are getting
the same symbols and images, done in the same style.
Many of the Heathens in my research think there is an over-emphasis on the Viking era,
however the image of the Viking warrior is not going anywhere anytime soon. This enduring
image of the Old Norse male is omnipresent in Heathenry. This image dictates how Heathens
“do masculinity,” which in essence is how Heathens “do Heathenry.” Since gender is a social
construction (Mellor 2001), what it means to do gender within Heathenry is not definitionally
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static. Men and women both are expected to navigate through their interactions on a
micropolitical level (West and Zimmerman 1987). Oboler (2010) speculates that contemporary
Pagans are moving towards a gender similarity position. However, as Heathenry is hypermasculine, women do masculinity while at the same time show deference to the male dominance
that is embedded within their patriarchal structure (West and Zimmerman 1987). Therefore,
Heathenry legitimates the masculine / feminine dichotomy where the performance of masculinity
is valued and the performance of femininity is devalued. I have shown how Heathens within a
fluid context of NRMs influence gender construction and socialization, while at the same time
they are being influenced by their perception of a specific historical image.
Historical documents lend insight into the notion of a traditional blót as a blood sacrifice.
Because men are more concerned with making a connection to their ancestors, some believe that
there is a need to revive traditional blóts. This reinforces patriarchal dominance over animals
and nature, which places women in an essentialism role in Heathenry. Adams (1998) says that
meat has a significant political-cultural contextual meaning, whereby in Western society meat is
masculinized while fruits and vegetables are feminized. The resulting social consequences are
that vegetarianism is devalued by society, placing meat at the top of the structure. This
masculine meat / feminine vegetable dichotomy only come into play when Heathen vegetarians
are present at gatherings. Albeit a rare occurrence, Heathenry devalues a vegetarian lifestyle.
However, since part of being Heathen is hospitality, vegetarians are always accommodated, even
if done so in a manner which reinforces the dominant male position.
Previous sociological and social psychological research has shown that some religions
are more likely than others to encourage environmentally friendly behavior, specifically that
“nature veneration increases pro-environmental behaviors” (Zaleha 2013:150). There have been
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no previous studies that address how individuals negotiate their daily life when incorporating
their Heathen principles and values while simultaneously adopting environmentally aware
lifestyles. Zaleha (2013:150) makes a plea for a deeper exploration of nature-venerating religion
and “whether such manifestations are causally connected to pro-environmental behavior.”
Heathen spiritual beliefs support environmentalism. The majority of Heathens define
their religion within the scope of nature religions, and dark green religions. According to Taylor
(2010), nature religions place an obligation and duty on its members to treat nature with reverent
care because of the intrinsic sacredness found in nature. This intrinsic value is the link between
environmentalism and sacredness, it makes the connection “to the non-human world that is the
defining trait of people displaying” (Zaleha 2013:142) an environmental concern for the totality
of ecosystems, and not just the humans who inhabit them.
The main source as a nature religion is found in the honoring of the landvaettir, which
takes the form of altars, offerings, taking care of the water and land, and rituals. Heathens are
doing spiritual environmentalism when it comes to their routinized practices of honoring the
landvaettir. Making sure not to litter and picking up litter when it is found, not polluting the
ground water, recycling, weeding the garden, driving hybrid and electric vehicles, using solar
energy to power your home, these are all acts of environmentalists. However, Heathens have
patriarchal and conservative political beliefs which devalue these practices and reject all things
liberal.
There is a connection between patriarch beliefs and a decline in our environment (White
1967). Ecofeminism provides an outlet to combat both patriarchy and ecological degradation.
Heathenry allows for numerous forms of spiritual manifestation. Women use their religion as a
source of empowerment. Women have a stronger sense of devotion and honor the landvaettir
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more consistently. I have shown several examples of women who are spiritual ecofeminists,
through their daily efforts to honor the landvaettir and live sustainable lifestyles. Yet, bound by
their patriarchal framework and political beliefs, they too reject this terminology.
I found that both Heathen men and women “do masculinity” pursuant to an overromanticized ideal of the hegemonic Ole Norse male, or “Viking warrior.” Because this
controlling image is so prevalent, there is a debate amongst American Heathens regarding the
necessity of a blood sacrifice to properly honor the gods and goddesses and ancestors, which
makes being a vegetarian within Heathenry problematic. All Heathens acknowledge and honor
the landvaettir, or land spirits/wights, either through altars or rituals. Because of this connection
to the land, the majority of Heathens believe that at least one aspect of their faith is as a nature
religion and most do environmentalism as a part of their daily routinized practices. However,
their political ideology is a more dominant factor when it comes to adopting an identity as an
environmentalist. As such, even though Heathens are doing spiritual environmentalism, they
reject the use of this terminology and label, resulting in a cognitive dissonance with their doing
and their saying.
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